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Chapter one 


Author's Notes: 

| had originally planned this as a series of postcards from various years, but, as with its predecessor, the 
story came to me all at once. | have so much fun with these characters, | hope you enjoy reading this as 
much as | enjoy writing it. 


Thank you again to Slaxil7 


195b 


As | strode down the courthouse hall, my new white peep-toe pumps clicking audibly on the dingy, worn tiles, 
my anxious stomach felt like a nest of hyperactive bats had taken shaky roost inside. While the agency had 
generously provided us with an African honeymoon, Isbell and | were on the hook for our wedding, and my 


ruthlessly pragmatic intended had voted for quickie vows in front of a judge. 


| knew that a huge affair would completely drive him up the wall, knew | had no surviving family to invite, knew 
he wouldn't even try to invite his (/ didn’t even know if he had one), knew that a splashy celebration was just a 
huge waste of money. 


But, oh, how desperately | longed to be queen for a day. Even for just a few hours 


| couldn't be too hard on Isbell, though. From his heartfelt and steamy proposal (which was terribly sweet and 
entirely unnecessary-those pornographic tapes of us marked me for his bride regardless what his feelings 
toward me were) onward, he had surprisingly taken the idea of marriage-our marriage-as unflinchingly 


seriously as he took his job. 


Or at least the planning for it. Without complaint, he had gathered up all of our pertinent paperwork, 
uncomplainingly rolled up his sleeve when Axl performed our blood tests, purchased our marriage license, called 
the judge, and made the flight arrangements for an African safari (apparently, he didn't hate wildebeest after 


all). He even went with me when | got my passport so he could renew his. 


When | gently questioned him about the intricacies of our actual ceremony, he'd impatiently waved my 
questions away, Marlboro emphatically jammed between his index and middle fingers. "Ill take care of all that. 
You just show up and look beautiful, beautiful," he'd quietly reassured me, and | knew from vivid experience not 


to try to argue with him. 


| sat down on a scarred wooden bench outside the judge's chambers, nervously fiddling with my mother's 
antique lace handkerchief. Because of the inelegantly efficient nature of our nuptials, | sadly hadn't been able to 
wear her gown, or her gorgeous veil, but | had to have this with me on my big day-our, | instantly corrected. | 
could still smell her fading scent on it and violently resisted the urge to kiss it, silently fighting the urge to 
just break down and agonizingly baw! at her absence today, the painfully constricted knot in my devastated 
throat fading as | realized my husband-to-be had finally brought justice to her and my dad, however belated 
and bloody it had been 


| smoothed down my skirt with my sweaty hands, worrying if the material had wrinkled under me. While it 
wasn't quite a wedding dress, my bespoke white satin suit had cost nearly as much as one. The jacket featured 
several small buttons down the front and sleeves that resembled real pearls (to match my birthday necklace 
and engagement earrings), and it kicked out to a ladylike peplum at my hips. (Unbeknownst to Isbell, | had 
returned to the boutique where | had purchased all of my workwear and had it custom-made for me.) While | 
longed to wear my hair regally swept up like Grace Kelly, | knew my fiancée preferred it worn down, so | had 


set it in sleek waves a la Lauren Bacall. 


How ironic. Before | met him, | had expected Isbell to look like Humphrey Bogart and now | was wearing my 


bridal hair styled like Baby's. 


What time is it? Isbell had told me that our we were scheduled for Il:45. He was supposed to drive us here, but 
early this morning an ashen Dean Hannity demanded a private word with him, claiming it was urgent. He'd 


reluctantly told me he'd catch a ride with our wedding photographer and promised to meet me here. 


| raised my wrist to look at my watch and felt someone's lips press a peck onto my cheek. Without thinking, | 
turned my head and gently met his mouth with my own, then slowly pulled back and stood up, beaming into my 
happy groom's crinkling black eyes. 


He had uncharacteristically forgone his leather hat and his normally disheveled long hair cleanly fell in careless 
loops and curls. | had rarely seen Isbell in anything other than his de facto uniform and had irritably wondered 
if he would even attempt to wear anything else today. To my astonishment, he was wearing a very expensive- 
looking, expertly tailored black suit, with a crisply sharp white shirt under it, topped by a fastidiously Windsor- 
knotted, faintly patterned black tie, flawless black leather dress shoes on his feet. 


Did Cary Grant help him get dressed? | marveled in stunned admiration, wordlessly impressed and touched by 
his careful attention to detail 


Those dark eyes appreciatively roamed over my new suit, too, pointedly stopping on a few suggestive places, 
then he crossed both arms loosely behind my neck and kissed me again, this one lingering until my breath 
caught. On his lips | tasted the cigarette he still had clamped in his right hand, and before | could ask him, he 


placed it between my lips, then silently snickered as | greedily sucked on it as if I'd never see another one. 
"Nervous?" he smirked; black eyebrows raised. 


| turned my head and exhaled, purposely avoided answering his question. Instead, | teased, "Are you going to 


smoke during the ceremony?" 

He snorted as he grinned. "I'm thinking about it” He leaned in close and soothingly murmured in my ear, "You 
look so beautiful, Connie." He softly stroked my cheek, then gently smoothed my hair back, his fingertips warm 
on my scalp. | wanted to throw my arms around him and hold him tightly, to hear his comforting heartbeat, to 
lean on him. 

For him to make everything okay. 

| took a shuddering breath. Yes, | was nervous, very much so, and judging from how deeply Isbell was drawing 
on his rapidly disappearing Marlboro, he was skittishly wired, but despite our fear, he and | had both arrived 
embarrassingly early, both dressed to the nines, both lowering our eyes and smiling shyly at each other. 


This feels. strangely right. 


It was unbelievable. | had lost everything | ever had on the way, and Isbell nearly lost his life, but somehow, 


the two of us found ourselves here. 

Somehow, we had found each other. 

Dont get too sentimental, Missy, a snide little voice that sounded suspiciously like Axl sniped inside my head. This 
isnt some grandiose love affair youre swept up in. This is a business decision He'll lose his job if he doesnt get 


hitched 


He had to get married no matter who answered that ad 


And your life would be ruined if you hadn't said yes 


Chapter two 


Author's Notes: 
Judge Llewellyn is based on Fred Gwynne's character in My Cousin Vinny. And the kiss was not inspired by the 
November Rain video, no, not at all (Yeah, it was) 


"Damn, Isbell, your bride certainly is a looker." 

For a terrifying split second, | thought it was Axl that stepped out from behind Isbell, but that soft voice belonged 
fo a man who eerily resembled him, with long straight brown hair and fringe, and he was somewhat heavier than 
the scrawny redhead 

‘Connie, this is Robert John, he's one of the agency's photographers." 

"Hi" He shifted his bulky camera fo his left hand and warmly shook mine. "Hannity asked for evidence of Isbell 
getting married, and | love weddings, so here | am." He approvingly smiled at me, then elbowed Isbell. "What do | 
have to do to get one of those?" 

Shoot a respected physicist in the face for no good reason, maybe? 

‘She's smart, too. And sexy," Isbell bragged, raising his eyebrows as he grinned. "And she likes me." 

"Huh," Robert chortled "From what Axl fells me, its you that's ass over teakettle." 

bell didn't deny it, but his eyebrows raised in a silent Oh? 


Robert toed the ground with his worn cowboy boot. "Said you threatened fo kill him over her." 


bells lps met in a tightly disapproving line as he crossed him arms. "Yeah, well, Ax!'s life is going to get really 


interesting here in a few." 
"Why, what are you planning on doing?" | noted the genuine alarm in Roberts raised voice. 
‘lm not planning on doing anything, other than honeymooning with my missus. But | have orders for when we come 


back, and | dont think he'll be too happy with them." 


Judge Charles Llewellyn threw open his heavy wooden door with an impatient bang A sour-faced, imposing giant of 
man, he irritably boomed in a cranky baritone, ‘Let's get this over with so | can go to lunch" 


How romantic. 


The three of us stepped inside the judge's poorly lit chambers, as he gracelessly lumbered behind his massive 
mahogany desk From what Isbell had told me (and it wasnt much), | gathered that Judge Llewellyn might've owed a 
few favors to the CIA, and from the unambiguously filthy look the now-seated judge shot Isbell, hed met him 
before. 


And was not ternbly enamored. 


bell silently handed him our marriage license, and he looked it over, then unsmilingly peered at us over his thick 
black-framed glasses. ‘Lets get this shindig started" 


Suddenly my stomach violently dropped to my feet and this became very real 
Í| was getting married | was actually getting married 


| flashed on the countless hours | had dreamily spent planning my wedding to Eddie, pouring over bridal magazines 
and books, taking the job in the library over his heated objection to be able to afford all the nice elements | had 
wanted in it; how he'd cowardly postponed it year after year, instead of just felling me he had cold feet; how Id 
walked in on him nakedly grunting and bucking under another woman; how it felt lke a knife stabbing my heart when 
| fearfully packed my things and moved out, mortally aching as | left my dream behind 


| hadnt dared to dream since, | realized in an apprehensive panic. Even if | had, | wouldn't have ever expected fo be 
married in these dark chambers in a suit; a very nice one, certainly, exquisitely well-cut and outrageously 
expensive, but it definitely wasnt a wedding gown; and this wasnt a church, and yet here | was, standing next to a 


very handsome, immaculately dressed professional torturer. 

kbells not Eddee, | silently reminded myself. 

Thank God he wasnt. The first man ever to enjoy my cooking, he made love to me with an expert touch that had 
me screaming in uncontrolled pleasure, encouraged me to dream of traveling the globe with him, held me close and 
gently stroked my back whenever | would wake in the night. 

And in one shocking, brutal act, he more than proved his devotion to me. 


/m..lm going to be his wife. | couldn't tell if | was exhiarated or terrified 


| felt Isbells shaking hand take mine as he pressed his wedding ring into my palm and gently bent my fingers over if, 
then wrapped his arm through mine. 


‘Do you, Jeffrey Dean Isbell, take, uh..." Judge Llewellyn checked our license, "Constance Josephanie Robinson, damn, 
kid, that's a mouthful, to be your lawfully wedded wife?" 


Your middle name is Dean? What else dont | know about you? 
Wait, | need more time! 
"do," Isbell calmly stated, louder than | expected, as he carefully slid a thin gold band onto my finger. 


"Do you," Judge Llewellyn looked up at me, arrogant boredom covering his hard, lined face, and jerked his head 
toward Isbell, "fake him? Cant imagine why you'd want fo." 


"l do," | awkwardly gasped, quickly shoving Isbell's ring onto his left hand before | could change my mind. 


"Then we're done. Isbell you may kiss your bride. Josephanie, my sincerest condolences, on your name as well as 


your choice of a husband." 


My trembling hands landed on Isbell's arms as he wrapped them tightly around me and passionately kissed me. | 
heard the loud phlumph of Roberts camera and saw a white flash behind my closed eyes, then fleetingly hoped 
that he hadnt captured exactly how enthusiastically we were kissing as | felt Isbell's tongue pry my lps open 


And the earth slammed to a halt 


‘Good Lord," a disgusted Judge Llewellyn snapped in open revulsion as we reluctantly broke apart. "Sign this damn 
thing and get out." 


Chapter three 


"Holy fuckin shit, Isbell, Ive photographed executions happier than your wedding" 
"Holy fuckin shit; Robert, Ive executed executions happier than my wedding” 

Robert's widened eyes sld trom me back to kbell, then he warily cocked his head toward me. 
‘She knows," kbell murmured, dropping his eyes 


The photographer's mouth fell open in amazed astonishment. "She knows about you and she still agreed to marry 
you?!" 


"She's a keeper," Isbell said tightly. 


Raising his shocked eyebrows, a disbelieving Robert whistled in stunned admiration. "Then youd better hang on to 
her." 


I was only dmly aware of their conversation, stil dazed and reeling from our disastrous, hit-and-run nuptials 
ft was over. Just lke that 

| was now Isbells wife 

Until one of us ded 

We hadnt even vowed till death do us part 

We hadnt vowed anything, 


Robert gently touched my arm. "Congratulations, Mrs. Isbell. It was nice meeting you," he drawled in his quiet voice 
as he shook my hand 


"Thank you," | mumbled. Stil lost in a disbelleving fog, | mused, Mrs. Isbell 

That's who | am now. 

"Wait, Robert," | called fo him. He stopped, then turned back to me. "Can | have a copy of that photo?" | had been 
so focused on looking perfect for today, then so disappointed that Isbell hadnt accompanied me that | completely 


forgot to unpack my own camera. 


‘Sorry, Connie, | have to turn my film over to Hannity." He smiled, an understanding regret settling around his dark 


eyes. "But you really did make a lovely bride." 


A two-second ceremony with a wise-assed, condescending boob of a judge and | don’t even have a picture of how 


handsome my husband looked That was too much for me to take. 


My wistful bottom lp trembled as | sadly looked down at my hand. Glad Isbell bought us rings. At least | have that, 
and my eyes filled with overwhelmed tears. 


kbell exhaled smoke through his nose as he studied me. "You sorry youre stuck with me?" he asked grimly. 
| shook my head. "I just..expected, | dunno. Something else." 


“Something that wasn't ol! Chuck shooting off his fucking mouth? | dont know where the hell that came from, | sure 


as shit wasnt expecting if." 


He blew out a disgusted sigh, then his concerned eyes unerringly read my disappointed face. "You wanted a real 
wedding." 


| closed my eyes and nodded, my tears now freely falling "Yeah" I said softly, "I wanted to be a bride." 

He unhappily pursed his lps together. '! didn't think you would want one." 

"Why?" Why would | not want to feel like a princess on the most important day of my life? 

He stuck his cigarette in the corner of his mouth and placed both hands on the sides of my face. "Because | 
thought it would make you really miss your mom and dad And |" he gently wiped my tears with the pads of his 
thumbs, “did not want to see you cry today. | never do, but especially not today." 

‘bell, | miss my mom and dad every day. Nothing ever stops that." 

He was right, though If my mom wasn't there to see me in her dress, ld have bawled my eyes out 

And Id need my dad to walk me down the aisle. 

"I know. And | might've had a selfish reason for wanting a quickie ceremony too." 

‘Because you'd hate a big wedding?" 

"Because | thought you might back out. You looked like you wanted fo run." 


| snuffled. | cant hide anything from this man 


Although | didn't have much choice in the matter. 


| meaningfully held up my left hand "Well, | didn’t." 


"Yes, you were very brave." He thinly smiled, then kissed my forehead "You're going to need if," he murmured 
against it 


Sniff"! know. And no, Im not sorry Im stuck with you." 


Hs eyes crinkled when he grinned "Do you think it would dry my bride's eyes if her husband took her out for 


lunch?" 


| weakly smiled at him, still misty, but my heart was lifting in my chest. Really, it wasnt about the ceremony, it 


was about the man that | was married to. 


And for some unfathomable reason, | trusted him. ‘It might." 


Chapter four 


bell was behind the wheel of my 1748 Buick, his left hand holding an ever-present cigarette, his right hand 
entwined with my left, occasionally stroking my wedding ring with his fingers. He hadn't said much since lunch. We 
were on our way to the airport, having packed our suitcases in my car the evening before. When I thought about 
our destination, my anxious heart started beating in exhilarated anticipation 

| was going to Africal 

AFRICA! 

And | was scared to death of snakes! 

| knew them all, their loathsome, wicked and familar visages sneering on glossy, heart-stopping pictures in my non- 
fiction section. Puff adder. Spitting cobra. Carpet viper. And the absolute worst, the notorious black mamba. All 
sinister scales and unblinking evil eyes and luridly dripping fangs, and my devious spouse had booked us for a week in 
their deadly, slithery midst. 

ha tent 

If one of them would happen to crawl in, my husband would be dragging a body back to the United States 

Would Hannity send him another bride? 

Or did one wife fulfill his obligation? 


l jerked a glance out the window, perplexed This wasnt the way to the airport. Did Isbell get lost? He hadn't 


uttered a word in hours, and the charming residential areas we had passed had become forest 


Thickly wooded, dark, remote forest. 


Where was he taking me? 

My heart lurched in my chest as | realized, This looks Ike a perfect place to hide a body 

I shot hm an apprehensive look from the comer of my eye. Had he tired of marriage already? 
Or was he going to show me what had become of Frank? 

Suddenly my lunch wasnt sitting right 


bell glanced over at me, eyebrows ominously raised, an evil smile playing on his lps. We were now parked beside a 


huge, furtive tree. 

‘Get in the back seat," he ordered in a low voice. 

| knitted my disbelleving eyebrows at him. What? 

He menacingly growled, "You heard me." 

You were so sweet to me before lunch 

Did | do something wrong? 

A disgusted impatience crept in his voice. "Connie, Im not waiting until our plane lands in Kenya to consummate our 


marriage. So, get in the back seat, because | really dont feel like banging my naked ass against the steering wheel" 


l was sitting on his lap in the back, breathlessly wrapped in my husband's arms, and we were fervently kissing and 
groping, our sighs and moans puncturing the stillness. | wanted to laugh Two CIA operatives and we were necking like 
horny teenagers in the backseat. As his eager hand worked its delightful way up my skirt, he whispered against my 
neck, "You might want to take this suit off so it doesn’t get too wrinkled We have a long fight ahead of us." 


Moving onto the seat, | unzipped my skirt obediently and carefully sld it down, then began laboriously unloosening 
my jacket, now damning the multitude of stubborn buttons | had insisted on. Isbell had already neatly discarded his 


wedding suit and was impatiently waiting in just his socks. 

"Here. Let me," he gently said, his long fingers deftly extricating me from my top. He meticulously laid it over the 
front seat, then intently looked me up and down. Id anticipated that Isbell might amorously shove me into a 
bathroom stall at the courthouse, so | had worn a lacy, delicately boned merry widow under my sult. 

‘My beautiful bride," he murmured as he pulled down the straps, leaning me onto my back and giving the cups an 
appreciative fondle. He sweetly kissed my chest after he untastened each hook, then peeled it off. As his mouth 
found my nipple, he slid my underpants down, then dropped his head between my parted legs 


| loudly cried out when his tongue sipped inside, and he immediately stopped, then kissed my inner thigh. "Shh, honey, 
you really have to be quiet now." 


"But there's nobody for miles. Even | don't yell that loud!" 


"will be taking you places that women shouldn't even think about, let alone be heard howling in pleasure. | don't 
plan on not fucking you, so you need to get in the habit now." 


It probably wasn't a good time to argue. 


He lowered his head again, and | quietly whimpered under his rapt devotion, my eyes tightly shut, my heels digging 
into his back, then roughly grabbed his hair and jerked my hips backward when | felt myself teetering on the edge. 


Ready? he mouthed, his eyes heavily lidded 

| nodded, my heart pounding in aroused anticipation Ive never wanted you more. 

Ive waited my whole life to make love to my husband 

Youre mine. 

He gracefully got on top of me and guided himself in, burying his head in the crook of my neck. | wrapped my arms 
tightly around his shoulders as | rocked against him. "Oh, Ezy, | love you," | breathed softly into his ear, then 
suddenly chilled as | realized what | had blurted out loud. 

He turned his head and kissed me. "Connie, | love you, too," he gasped as his hps bucked into me. 

Since Isbell's proposal, he'd abandoned our sexual role-playing games and tenderly made love to me at night, 
sometimes until imminent dawn filtered into the bedroom. He had never told me that he loved me before, but his 


gentle, unerring touches hinted that he did, much deeper than he probably could ever admit 


My legs were tangled around his waist, and the seductive rhythm of his thrusts was becoming tellngly erratic. | 


heard his muffled moan, "Mine, you're mine." 

Yes | nodded into his shoulder, desperately kissing his neck, then his lps frantically met mine. 

"Say it back to me," he demanded against my mouth 

‘Mine, youre mine," | whispered, then kissed him hard 

That was all it took. | felt him start to shake, then | tensed, throwing my head back in a silent scream, then sighed 


an contented oh He kissed me again, slowly, lovingly, his hand pressed against my face, murmuring, "My love, my 


wife." 

We were dreamily holding each other in a hazy afterglow, my hand gently caressing his back. My fingertips found 
one of the bullet wounds he carried and | tightened my grip on him. "What happened there?" | whispered in his hair: 
Without lifting his head, he rasped near my ear, "Someone shot me in the back." 

"Yeah, and?" 


"And | shot them in the front." 


Oh-kay. My fingers moved down and stroked his whipped scars. "What happened here?" | asked softly. 

He jerked away from my arms and reached for his pants. "We dont want to miss our plane," he muttered, 
hurriedly shoving a leg into them 

ksbell pulled the car into drive, then dragged on his cigarette and raised a black eyebrow at me. "So, care to explain 
vosephanie?" 

| met his dark gaze. "Whenever youre ready to explain Dear," | volleyed back. 


He faintly chuckled "You first." 


‘Josie was my dad's mother. Constance was my mother's." | paused. 'I loved both of them so dearly, and they're 
gone Too." 


He nodded. '! know. While it is tragic, your complete lack of family made you an excellent candidate for the agency. 


Family makes you weak." 
"How so?" 


He pulled on his smoke, then sighed "Loving someone makes you vulnerable. To what they can do to you, and," he 
abruptly stopped as his voice caught. He swallowed "What someone else can do to them," he choked out. "I have a 
lot of enemies, Connie, and McKagan wasn't the first one to try to take me out. If anyone knows that | have a 
soft spot, they wouldh't hesitate to utilize it." He sharply cleared his throat. "To exploit it." 


‘Are you saying you dont want to be married?" 

‘No. No. Im saying | need to be vigilant. Hyper-vigiant, | can't let anything happen to you. Shit, Hannity was right, he 
was so fucking right, its unbelievable. You do make me better at my job. Because now I cant fuck up." He paused. 
"Do you think youre up to this kind of work?" 


"think so." 


Hs eyes intently held mine, with no trace of amusement. "Connie, you need to know so. When we get back from 


Africa, we have an assignment." 


‘Are we going someplace exotic?" Isbell had suggested | take up foreign languages, and | had begun playing "Hujambo: 
An Introduction to Swahil" and "So You Want to Learn Spanish" records when | did my makeup and hair. 


"Hell no. Were going back to Basalt." 


Great. Just where | wanted to go. 
A Itte voice sad, Shut yp, youre on your way to Africa 

And he just told you he loved you 

| smiled to myself in delight, then looked over at my husband "Hey, you didh't explan Dean" 
Hs trademark loathsome smirk was firmly locked into place. 'I know." 

"Well?" I raised my eyebrows 


h the driver's seat, the vicious hardness around his eyes made him look just like the contemptible bastard that had 
been my cold and obnoxiously belittling boss. "lm not ready," he sneered. 


Chapter five 


Author's Notes: 
Peter Hayes is based on author Peter Hathaway Capstick, a big game hunter and guide, and this chapter was 
inspired by his writing 


Affer what seemed lke a decade of airports, flying, layovers, flight changes, and more flying, Isbell and | finally 
landed in Nairobi then boarded a teeth-grinding, heart-stopping rickety charter flight that nearly gave both of us a 
concussion (and took twenty years off my life), arriving close to our camp in the Rift Valley. 


The great wildebeest migration was underway, and the sheer volume of wildlife was simply overwhelming-not only 
was there a solid black carpet of wildebeest, there were also a colorful array of zebra, giraffe, and Cape buffalo 


accompanying them, as well as lions, hyenas, vultures, and Jackals to devour the weak and unsuspecting 


We were met at the airport by our guide Peter Hayes, a big game hunter and engaging raconteur. He was taking a 
breather between hunts and, as a favor fo his brother-in-law Dean Hannity (along with a nominal fee), had taken 
us on. We were sightseeing, not hunting dangerous game; however, one charming evening with Peter around the 
campfire had Isbell volunteering to shoot antelope for camp meat with the rifle hed brought with him, claiming he 
needed shooting practice. 


We would start our days in time to see an astonishingly gorgeous sunrise and have a hurried meal of eggs and 
coffee before climbing in Peter's ancient jeep for the day's safari. | had fo fake a cough fo cover up my laughter 
when I first saw Isbell ambitiously kitted out in his khaki flak jacket and shorts, topped with a wide-brimmed fedora, 
but it died in my throat when | saw the razor-sharp intensity and deadly accuracy he took to hunting, his gun a 


lethal extension of his arm. My heart stilled knowing just how he had honed that skil, and my blood froze every 
time | saw him hunched over gutting his kills, the black and red gore smearing on his hands and down his legs. 


Rampant curiosity and worry nearly overwhelming me, | broached a terrifying subject to Peter as he regaled us 
one night over the camptire. 

‘Do you see any snakes around here?" | squeaked, trying fo sound nonchalant 

Occasionally," he said 

lm dead 

‘My former tracker had a rather unfortunate encounter with one." 


Ísbells gonna cart me home in a pine box. 


"While we were hunting lions, a cobra spat in his eyes. He was fine after we rinsed them out, but shortly 


thereafter he gave up tracking and moved to Mombasa, on the coast. Became a minister, from what | hear." 
Please don't let him bury me in an ugly dress 

Hl haunt him forever. 

| honestly didn't have time to dwell on my screaming ophidiophoba, because whether it was the sultry heat, or the 
fact it was his honeymoon, isbell was insatiable. Before or after our meals, during showers, and most of the night, 
he tirelessly made love to me until my legs wobbled and | was as limp as a rag doll. | never knew when he was 
going to pounce, and the sweat-wicking bandanna | tied around my neck did an embarrassingly poor job of covering 


the excited bruises and bites he always left behind 


However, our frequent practice saw me getting much better at being quiet during our trysts, because Peter 
mentioned that noisy lovemaking in a tent often attracted lions. 


Hungry lions 

Early one sweltering afternoon, while | sat grinning in the jeep, taking delighted photos of anything that moved, Isbell 
and Peter convened at the rear of the vehicle. 

When they returned, there was a murderous glint in Isbell's eyes 

‘Honey, have you ever had buffalo steak?" he casually asked. 

‘No, | can't say that | have. Is Peter going to shoot one for us?" 


"No. | am." 


My eyes widened in horrified disbelief. Isbell had just announced that he was going head to head with the legendary 
Nyat; the black death, second only to the hippo the deadliest animal in Africa 


| felt my parched throat grow even drier. "You have fo have a license for that," | snapped 

‘Its for camp rations, | won't need one." 

Youd need a bazooka to kill it. "You dont have the right gun," | argued, fumbling around for my canteen 
‘Peter's going to loan me his," he shrugged. 


You never hunt with a borrowed gun. ve read enough books to know this, and | dont even hunt. 


‘Knock yourself out," | gritfed in exasperated dread, gulping my water, wondering in disgust if he was going to be 
married and buried in his wedding suit 


| wanted to stay behind at camp, maybe have a glance at whether Isbell's insurance policy covered abject stupidity, 
but he wouldn't hear of it, so | crossed my sullen arms and joined the hunting party as we stalked a Cape buffalo 


on foot 


Unhappily marching along, | couldn't help thinking our honeymoon had started out so well, but my husband's hat 
mustve been no match for the African sun. That would explain why he was now dementedly dragging me across 


the savanna just to witness an enraged bovine behemoth make me a widow. 


Peter had told us that firing at a bull in a herd guaranteed a thundering stampede, so we were following Little Fish, 
his African tracker, as he led the way to a solitary bull hed trailed this morning | carefully watched where | placed 
my terrified feet and felt a cold sweat drip down my back, inwardly cursing my mate, knowing that his insistence 
that | accompany him was fo strengthen my fortitude, to better prepare me for the nerve-racking life | had 
ahead with him, that this really was for my own good. 


But nothing could've prepared me for the sudden crack of the rifle, the vicious recoil throwing Isbell backwards on 
his feet, the small puff of dust that blew up when the bullet hit the buffalo in the chest, the heart-stopping 
adrenaline rush when it angrily blazed toward Isbell, the explosive crash when he fired again and it mortally hit the 
ground, the heartrending "BaaaaaaAAAAWW" as it plaintively cried its lonely death song. Devastated tears stung 


my eyes as | watched this magnificent creature breathe its last. 


Stunned and nauseated, | cautiously followed our party up toward the carcass. The buffalo was stil warm, heavily 
daubed with mud, and roughly the size of a school bus. 


‘Pay the insurance," Peter nodded, and Isbell quickly reloaded, ined up his rifle with the buffalo's spine and pulled 


the trigger. It never moved 


| saw the proud elation shining in my husbands face as a beaming Peter heartily slapped him on the back and 
longingly wondered, not for the first time, if he and | would ever share the same language. 


On the way back to camp, the elderly jeep sputtered and died Peter sent a fleet-footed Little Fish ahead to 
gather more men to butcher our buffalo, while Isbell and | trudged our weary way back home. We passed a brush 
fire, crackling and pitching eerie red flames up into the fading pink twilight, the oppressively tornid air growing even 
heavier and hazier, thick gray smoke settling hard in my tightening lungs. 


My husband smoked a cigarette as we walked hand in hand, and | felt him jerk my hand up toward him and point 
with his index finger. There, walking soundlessly alongside the flames, was a small herd of elephants, majestic black 
silhouettes ghostly undulating against the violent crimson blaze, as darkly unreal as a fever dream. 


bell brought my hand up fo his lps, and I felt him press a smile on the back of it before he kissed it 


The camp shower wasn't the most private of places, located dead center of the camp, but it was big enough for 
two. Isbell turned on the water overhead and soaped up his washcloth, then slowly, thoroughly washed me, front 
and back, as | watched tny rivers of grit and dust flow off of me. | lathered him up as well, my determined 
cleaning audibly deepening his breaths. He shampooed the grime out of my hair carefully, and as | leaned back to 
rinse it, he pulled my waist to him and sucked on my nipple. | raked my fingers through his hair, then stroked his 
erection, hearing his breath catch above the sound of the water. 


He stood up and washed his own hair while | covered his stomach with kisses, then took him into my mouth. Hs hps 
arched up as he hissed above me, then gently pulled me off of hm for a rough kiss, his tongue sweeping into my 
mouth, me standing on my tiptoes to grind against him. 


Hs hands cupped my backside, squeezing it, then he lifted me up to his waist and pressed me against the bamboo 
wall | held onto him with my legs as he slid inside, my arms gripping his shoulders for balance. | didnt try fo silence 
my delighted cries as he thrust info me over and over, until | closed my eyes and howled my release, Isbell and | 
both giggling when the monkeys in the nearby trees screamed back 


Peter's kitchen staff had set up a charming table, a worn, lacy tablecloth underneath scarred and veined white 
plates, lit by several candles. They began chattering in excitement when they saw the buffalo meat, and, | now 
realizing that they would eat very well tonight, actually for the next several days, felt slightly better about our 
afternoon hunt. 

Í certainly put away a lot of meatloaf, and that's no different, | mused. Out here were all protein fo something 
As we were enjoying our dinner of buffalo steaks, spinach, and rice, Peter playfully winked at us, his roguish 
moustache on the verge of an ornery smile. "While the cook was preparing dinner, | could've sworn | heard a hyena 
in the middle of camp, howling and laughing to beat the band" 

| chewed a bite of my steak "Did you hear anything, dear?" | innocently batted my eyelashes at Isbell 

‘Nothing Im not used to hearing," he smirked, and Peter uproariously laughed, then stood up. 

‘A toast," the guide smiled, hoisting his chpped coffee mug. "To successfully capturing your prey." 

Over a romantic, flickering candle, Isbell's piercing eyes met mine as | felt an aroused flush heat my cheeks. Did he 
ever. Even though our hair was still wet from our recent shower, a demanding ache thrummed back to life under 


my dress. 


He reluctantly tore his fierce gaze from me to smile at Peter and lifted his water glass. "Cheers." 


| was sound asleep in our tent, the unrelenting heat and my husband's scorching touches having kept me up most of 
the night, when | heard the shotgun blast. 


My groggy first thought was Someone's shot Isbell 
SOMEONE'S SHOT ISBELL! 
NOT AGANI 


h my bind, hysterical panic, | couldnt figure out how fo get the tent unlatched from the inside to get to him. | 
finally wrenched it open and nearly flew head-long into a wide-eyed Little Fish 


"Nyeusi mamba!" he cried 


Dear God, please let mamba mean something else n Swahil, | fervently prayed. They didn't go over snakes on my 


record, 

| turned to see Isbell running foward me with the smoking, bent-open gun 

‘Let me tell her," he snapped at the tracker, handing him the shotgun, then he grabbed me by my arms 
‘Honey, look at me," he began, his dark eyes boring into mine. 


| intently focused on his handsome face, anxiously gulping rapid, shallow breaths. Whatever he tells me next, Im 
absolutely certain Im not going to lke it 


Hs fingers pressed hard into my shoulders and he nearly lifted me off the ground "When | got up to take a piss 
this morning, there, honey, listen to my voice, there was a black mamba rearing up on the seat in the latrine. And, 
look at me, Connie, the sound you just heard was me killing it. Breathe." 

Í took an obedient deep breath and the entire world went black 

| came to on the grass with Isbell holding me against him, hazily aware he'd been patting my face to get me to 
come around 


‘Stil with me, beautiful?" he grinned, throwing his head back and laughing as | disorientedly blinked. 


Í gasped, "We're leaving Now." 


Chapter six 


Author's Notes: 
Í love the Replacements, and Sixteen Blue is such a great song. 


Back aboard the relgion-tinding, jittery charter to Nairobi | clung breathlessly fo my seat, thankful that violent air 
transport didnt frighten me as badly as legless, fanged reptiles 


Affer we arrived in the city (and | had gone berserk over all the street vendors, buying armtuls of exotic jewelry 
and vibrant textiles), Isbell checked us into a hotel room and called his local contact, American-born entrepreneur 
Tommy Stinson. They exchanged a few pleasantries, then Isbell arranged a meeting in the bar Stinson owned, tucked 


in a quiet corner of town and bearing the intriguing name Sixteen Blue. 


That evening, Isbell and | stood outside of it for a cozy tete-a-tete. To my amazement, after our shower he had 
traded his bush khakis for a perfectly-fitted, light-colored linen suit, complete with matching fedora. 


He nearly looks respectable. 


Marriage is making Isbell an upright citizen I stifled an amused snort at the thought, then pressed close to him and 
coyly rubbed his lapel between my flirtatious fingers. 


"Im really enjoying your new threads. It's like being married to a different man" 


"F youre a good girl, | might let you take them off me later." He tilted his head and kissed me, his lps lingering on 
mine, then placed a strong hand behind my neck and pulled me forward so he could order into my ear, "It is critical 
that you listen very carefully to me. ve established communication with Stinson and he knows us as American 
dplomats Keith and Patti Richards. You cannot blow our cover. Keep quiet and only refer to me as ‘honey," don't 
call any attention fo yourself. Follow my lead" 


The bar was empty. We took a seat in the corner and awaited Stinson, 


| did a double take when he approached us. h this unforgivingly hot and dusty environment, he was wearing an 
immaculate white tuxedo jacket, with spotless black slacks and a snazzy bow tie. h surprised recognition, | looked 
around his bar, the domed cutouts in the walls and a record player serenading us with "As Time Goes By" creating, 
or rather, recreating a very specific atmosphere. 


‘Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Richards, and welcome to my humble abode," Stinson smiled. "Can | get you a drink?" 


"Well both have a Coke, thanks," Isbell nodded 


Stinson returned with our refreshments, and seated himself at our table, a tumbler of whiskey in front of him. "So 


how are things back in the good ol! US of A?" 


‘Same old, same old," a relaxed Isbell grinned as he amiably raised his bottle. | was shocked at his complete change 
of character, how abruptly he had changed from my hard-bitten, reticent love to this charming and friendly, well- 
dressed dplomat. t was bone-chilling how easily he could slp into another skin, and the hair on my arms began to 


stand up in apprehension. "Looking forward to my new position." 


‘Since when did they start letting longhairs take government jobs?" Stinson laughed, furrowing his eyebrows and 
lifting his disbelieving chin at Isbell's nose ring 


‘Nepotism," Isbell smoothly answered "You see, | married up." He placed a loving forefinger under my chin and 
gazed into my eyes. "Her statesman daddy hated me so much he had to give me a respectable job, and he just 
loved shipping a low-life lke me off to Africa" 


Stinson swallowed a sp of whiskey. "What about you, Mrs. Richards? Do you think youll enjoy your husband's new 
post on the Dark Continent?" 


| spped my soda and took Isbell's hand. 'I just want fo be wherever he is" If | dont le, | can't get caught in one. 


kbell lifted my hand to his lps and gave it a reassuring squeeze before he kissed it, then propped his other arm on 
the back of his chair and looked around "So, Stinson, interesting motif. | fake it youre a film buff” 


Stinson chuckled. "Not really. Im only doing the Casablanca schtick for the greenbacks, and you'd be amazed how 
many people come to Africa expecting Bogey to greet them. | have a couple of these Iittle joints on the upper 
continent. Of course, Café Americain, the one | just sold in Morocco , does the most business. The Brits just go 
apeshit for ‘em, for some reason" He finished his drink "Yknow, | never could understand their mindset, how they 
could come out here, to Africa, most exotic place on earth, and want to recreate England." He sighed wearily as 


looked inside his empty glass. "Course, thats not working too well for ‘em anymore." 


"The uprising, you mean?" Isbell asked Stinson as he walked to the bar to refill his whiskey. 'I hear it's getting kinda 


dangerous out here." 


‘Deadly, my friend, its getting deadly," Stinson replied as he rejoined us. "The Africans are fighting for their 
independence. And they're Maasai Kikuyu, they're warriors, for fuck's sake. Brit sonsabitches dont stand a fucking 


chance." 
‘Do you think we'll be all right in our hotel until the embassy opens in a few weeks?" Isbell asked. 
‘Hard to say, although Im expecting this whole thing to become a bloodbath. F | were you, Richards, ld ask my 


father-in-law to send you and his princess someplace a tiny bit safer." Hs tired smile didn't meet his eyes. ‘Like a 


nuclear-testing site." 


‘Stinson, | appreciate your honesty as well as your advice. Uh, where is your men's room?" 

Stinson pointed. "h the back, on your left." 

"Thank you. Darling, would you lke another Coke?" Isbell nodded almost imperceptibly at me. 

"Please," | smiled up at Stinson as he took my empty bottle back to the bar. 

kbell stood, then whispered as he kissed my ear, "No matter what | do, don’t take your eyes off him." 

| nodded faintly, and he softly stroked my cheek before he left 

Stinson sat my bottle in front of me and sat down. Since Isbell told me to keep my eyes glued to him, | fook a 
detailed inventory of my host. The weary lines around his deeply-set greenish eyes suggested he was in his middle 
thirties, although he had a disarmingly kind and youthful face, and he wore his short red hair spiked up, sharply 
contrasting with his elegant tuxedo. On his wrists, he donned an extravagant set of gold cufflinks with TES engraved 
on them, as well as an enormous, expensive watch along with a gold pinky ring set with a generous, emerald-cut 
red stone. 

Hs bar is deserted Wonder where he's getting the money for all his finery? 

He caught me admiring his impressive ruby, and shot me a huge grin full of boyish innocence. 

"You Ike sparkly things, huh?" 


Í lowered my eyes. "! do," | allowed No lie there. 


‘Never met a woman that didnt” He glanced at my plain gold band. ‘Loverboy doesnt have a chichi gal lke you 
dripping in diamonds?" 


l jerked my head up in alarm at his suddenly hard fone, my terrified heart now pounding loudly in my ears. 


"You know Mrs. Richards, | wasn't born yesterday. Your husband doesn’t look much like a diplomat; suppose you let 
me in on why he's really here." Out of the corner of my eye | watched Isbell creep up behind him, then line up a 
pistol with the base of Stinsor's skull 


Í swallowed hard, then smiled at Stinson, holding his unknowing eyes as Isbell! squeezed the trigger. Stinson instantly 
fell face forward on the fable as | sharply gasped out loud. 


‘Shh. Dont scream," Isbell said in a low voice. "Dont start crying" He pulled the suppressor off his gun and dropped 
both in his jacket pocket, then picked a briefcase up trom beside his feet. "Walk with me normally," and | stood and 
mutely took his outstretched arm. 


| clutched it tightly as we walked out, my shell-shocked face an unemotional blank, trying to keep my knees moving 
forward and not allow them to drop out from under me. We strode down the sidewalk, side by side, my mouth 
watering, my insides violently twisting and quaking, until | stopped him. "Im going to be sick," | muttered. 


He discreetly motioned foward an alley. When I finished heaving, he tenderly wiped the tears off my cheeks and 
threw a protective arm around me, pressing a kiss fo my temple as he steered me back to the hotel 

| sat on the bed in an incoherent daze, barely registering Isbell as he dashed through our room, packing up our 
things. | didn’t have the energy to ask him the arsenal of questions that were ricocheting around in my head. 

‘Lets debrief. Tommy Stinson was a legitimate bar owner turned Soviet spy. He was scared shitless of the Mau 
Mau uprising and was jumping shp to Moscow." Isbell paused and closed my suitcase. "Your wig out over the 
mamba actually benefitted us, we got here just in time. Hed sold all of his watering holes and his plane was leaving 
later tonight. | let myesif into his storage room and found his briefcase and papers, we can take them back to the 
States. All in all, the operation went very smoothly, although | do understand these types of endeavors aren't 
really your cup of tea” 

"This was why we were in Africa," | said dully. "Not for our honeymoon." 

‘asked for a job that would take me here, and this was my assignment. | also asked fo use my vacation time so 
we could have a honeymoon, and Hannity recommended his brother-in-law's camp. | have tried very hard to 


accommodate your wishes. | knew you had your heart set on Africa" 


| wasn't pacified by his sweet-talk. "You killed a man so | could look at wildebeest" We killed a man so | could look 
at wildebeest 


‘Connie, you know what | do. You typed it for months, people come to an end around me. You knew what | did. but 
| dont think you understood what being my partner meant." 


| do now 
‘Maybe | shouldve just stayed a secretary," | muttered It's less bloody 
Except when he takes a bullet 

Bullets 

I tredly sighed What have | gotten myself into? 

"Well, that was the plan 


"What," | spat at him, ice in my voice. 


‘Oh, cmon, you actually believed that shit Axl fold your! Damn, Connie, | thought you were smarter than that." 
Í was actually speechless. 


‘Hannity threatened me with a female partner to get the bigwigs off our backs. Me shooting Gilby Clarke made the 
agency look bad, and | had to be reprimanded somehow. According fo my boss, you were just a warning, you were 


supposed to ratte me a little bit and later be transferred fo the secretary pool" 
Now | was just about sick of his bullshit. "Then | mustve been the worlds best paid secretary!" 


bell took a deep breath "Your salary was incentive to keep you at your post. The agency knew | would make 
things difficult for you." 


"You certainly tried your damnedest!" Before and after you were shot! 


‘| didn't expect them to send me a fucking babysitter, and | sure as hell didn't expect..look, you did things fo me. 
Shit, | even broke into your place to kiss you. The attraction between us was so strong, it damn near floored me, 
and | fought it for as long as | could, but when that bullet sliced my neck, | thought, | cant de without knowing.. 
what you would feel lke." 


‘Even though Edde told you | didn't like sex." 


He shrugged. 'I figured you didn't lke sex because you hadnt properly been fucked. | knew how you kissed me, how 


you looked at me, and | knew | could make you scream." 
Can't argue with that. 


‘But there was more to it than that; there were variables, Connie, things | couldnt control" Hs voice echoed in the 


bathroom, where a swift arm swiped my things off the sink. 
‘Like what?" | pouted 


Back in the room, he was shoving my toiletries in his overnight bag. "Like someone trying to end my life. Like how 
well youd take care of me. Like how resilient you are. Like how hard | fell for you" 


He looked up, untlinchingly holding my eyes. ‘Like you were so good at everything you did, the agency really wanted 
you to be my partner. And I did too, personally and professionally. | wasn't forced to marry you or work with you, 
my disciplinary actions were suspended when McKagan tried to kill me. Ive been back in the fold for some time. h 
fact, ve just been promoted" 


"To what, Head assassin?" | snapped 


‘No. That was probably my last terminal job." He sighed "Things are going to get easier, honey, the agency realizes 
that you are a woman and are probably leery of certain assignments. They are going to work with your strengths, 
not your weaknesses, that's how the agency operates. We are going to work as a team." 


Now that my horrified adrenaline was wearing off, my anger was starting to drain away. "Are there really tapes of 
us..." 


"Yes. | wasn't aware there were cameras in my quarters, and those tapes have been locked up in my possession 
since | found out about them. Nobody will ever get their hands on them, or use them against us. | wouldn't mind 


n" 


making more of them, actually, just for us to- 
"NO!" Wonder what he had to threaten Axl with to get those tapes? 

"Didnt hurt to ask," he smirked, throwing his drty clothes into his suitcase 

What he was fellng me was finally starting to snk in "You ddrt have to marry me?" 

"No, but I dd have to clear it with Hannity. s rare for an agent to marry another agent, but he gave us his 
blessing. You proved his theory correct, and are a very convenent way to control me. Connie, | married you 
because | wanted to." 

| fought back an elated smile. Devious bastard "You didnt tell me I didn't have to marry you," I scolded 

‘Like | said, Im selfish and | dant want you fo run away." 

| wouldn't have, Isbell | love you and | wanted to marry you too." 

Hs delighted eyes crinkled around the comers as he beamed, then he fastened his suitcase and grabbed it by the 


handle. '! love you too, and | would love to stay here and fuck you all night, but me successfully doing my job 
means we need to get the hell outta Dodge. Say goodbye to Africa, beautiful." 


Chapter seven 
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"Wake up, Connie. We're landing." 

Í was latched onto Isbell, desperately clutching the front of his suit, dreaming about Tommy Stinson falling dead in 
front of me and | was reaching my helpless arms out to try to save him. | awakened with a tiny whimper, and 
bell pecked a kiss on my mouth. ‘Lets go, honey," he murmured gently. 


| tumbled off the plane, uselessly groggy, tiredly plopping down in the airport terminal and promptly falling asleep 
again until he returned with our luggage and quided me into a cab, 


We were in a large city, which one | ddh't know, jet lag demanding I close my eyes again Isbell patiently helped me 
out of the taxi and led me into the elevator of our hotel When he opened the door of our room, I staggered a 
bee-Ine toward the bed and passed out as soon as | hit it 

Quiet words hazily filtered to me, the woozy, paralyzing cotton in my head preventing me from opening my eyes 
'Quit squawking at me. Im fe. Ih fact, Im better than fine. | got marred" 

"She's a nice gir, Ma, youd love her." 

"No, | can't bring her home." 

That sounds like Isbell talking to his mother on the phone 

| must be dreaming 


| awakened to rain pattering on the window, with my husband's bare chest against my naked back, one of his arms 
wrapped tightly around my waist. 


kbell mustve undressed me last night, | thought sleepily. | slowly turned over to face him, sliding my arms around 
his ribcage. 


He kissed the tip of my nose. "Morning, Sleeping Beauty." 


| hugged him tighter and he kissed my lps, slowly at first, then breathlessly, until both of us were gasping in arousal, 
and he rolled me on my back. 


| didn't open my eyes as his lps and his tongue sensually roamed all over me, or when he pressed his chest to mine 
and linked our fingers together, tenderly squeezing my hands, or when he placed his knee between my legs, then 
entered me, my hips raising to meet him, his mouth sweetly finding mine again and again 

You didn't have fo marry me. 

You love me. 


/ love you too. 


Hs movements were slow and languid, as if sleep hadn't quite let go of him either, and his deep, unhurried kisses 
said | love you, | love you 


More than | could ever fell you. 

My eyes were still closed and my head was drowsily lying on his chest, his fingers gently running through my hair, 
tracing slow circles on my scalp. 

| felt him kiss the top of my head. "Do you think you'll wake up sometime today?" he chuckled 

"Dont want to," | muttered. "I want to lay lke this forever." 

"Mmmm" He tightened his embrace, hugging me hard "Would you lke some breakfast?" 

| Iifted my head, and Isbell barked a surprised laugh that shook both of us 

"HI fake that as a yes." He dressed quickly, stalking back to the bed and giving me a smooch before he left, soon 

returning with coffee and two huge Styrofoam containers of sausage gravy, smothering delectable, fluffy biscuits 


that approached the size of hubcaps 


He laughed again as he watched my greedy eyes devour my meal. 'I wish you drooled like that when you looked at 


my sausage. 


We ate on our bed in silence, our eyes never leaving each other's, Isbell wearing his black shirt and dark jeans, me 


clad only in my midnight blue short satin robe, the only type of lingerie | had packed. | hadn't assembled any kind of 
a trousseau, knowing that delicate siks and lace would probably be ruined by sweat and the African dust, and 
bells formidable libido being as cranked up as it normally was probably wouldnt miss one. 


Feeling quite full, | handed my husband the pitiful remains of my breakfast. He disposed of our trash, then returned 
fo the bed and sat facing me. Lighting a cigarette, he inhaled, then placed it between my lps, the two of us 
wordlessly passing it back and forth until he stubbed it out, tilting his head and intensely studying me. Mischief and 
desire both lit up lis sparkling dark eyes, along with something else | couldnt place, and his hard, thin mouth verged 


on a degenerate smile. 


h every union with Isbell, even when he was in a tender, lovemaking mood, there was always an element of 
something incredibly dangerous and feral, a freefalling edge that went beyond mere pleasure, beyond me handing 
him control of my body, a decadently addictive, unpredictable quality about our sexual encounters that made his 
blood course hotly through my veins. 


A violent, clawing need that whispered MOREMOREMORE. 
Along with an almost pathological inability for me to say no. 


And the bastard knew it 


As | searched his face, yet again unable fo read if, he swallowed, then licked his lps with the wicked pink edge of his 


Tongue. "Connie, do you trust me?" 


My eyes widened at his soft voice, and | was immediately on alert. There is a definite right or wrong answer to 
this question 


/ slowly nodded 


‘Lie back," he instructed, his tone gentle, and | obeyed, settling on the soft, cool pillows behind me. The wind was 
picking up outside, and | heard thunder in the distance. 


He remained sitting up, looking down at my siky robe. "Pretty," he murmured, indicating the material, then the back 
of his hand gently grazed my cheek, his fingertips featherlight as they traveled down my neck and lightly caressed 
my nipple through the fabric. "Pretty wife," then he untied my robe, pulling the belt from around my waist, moving 


the siky material down my arms, his hands agonizingly slow. 
Bending down, his Ips found mine, and my eyes fell closed, then he began pulling back and pressing again, over and 
over, and when my arms lifted to wrap around his neck, he stretched them over my head and secured my wrists 


together with my belt. 


Í soundlessly gasped, my mouth open as my shocked eyes met his 


"Too tight?" he asked 


| shook my head, knowing instinctively that my silence and submission was expected, hearing the thunder growing 
louder as the storm drew nearer. Lightning flashed in our room as his delighted eyes roamed over me, bound and 
trembling, shaking from an unknown excitement instead of fear, and he smiled broadly, then got up and left me on 
the bed 


| threw my head back, barely supressing a frustrated whine, then | felt him tie something around my eyes, knotting 
the material at the back of my head, placing two fingers under it to check the tightness 


‘Are you comfortable?" 


| nodded, now completely bewildered, and more fervently turned on than | had ever been in bed with Isbell, every 
single nerve on a knife's edge. Not knowing what to expect, | focused on the sounds around me, the rain pounding 
against the window, thunder booming every few moments, and Ísbells mouth was on mine again, his tongue now 


probing inside my lps. He moved back and I heard him pull his shirt off, the sound of his zpper traveling down, 


Another torrid kiss, his warm lps traveling across my neck as | writhed under him, and his hands began kneading my 
breasts, strong fingers purposefully working tender flesh as the thunder outside boomed louder and my back arched 
off the bed 


He didn't stop, and | heard myself gasping, my tormented breasts now heavy and full, then | felt his hair fall 
against my chest as he leaned forward and began to suck, his sadistic tongue torturing one sensitive nipple, his lps 
pulling on me as the intensely sharp pleasure hit me, running straight to my groin, without sight completely 


overwhelming me, and his insistent mouth moved fo the other one, then down my stomach 


When | realized where he was going, | fought back a scream, then he parted my knees before he dived into me, 
aggressively licking and sucking, frantically consuming me like a starving man, the uncontrolled pleasure fiercer than 
anything | had ever known, devouring me too, and I broke from the unbearable weight of it, hearing a thunderclap 
even louder than my cry as both shook our room, me panting loudly, his head resting on my hp. 


Hs hands reassuringly stroked my thighs, then moved up to my hps and gently but firmly turned me over, my 

elbows resting on my warm pillows, my knees supporting me. | felt the tops of Isbell's hands shove the inside of my 
thighs apart, then his hardness filled me, his fingertips pressing into my hps as he thrust in and out, his hips moving 
in a ruthless, steady oval as he groaned behind me, stabbing all the right nerves inside me, the storm now receding 


but the rain stil falling hard against the window. 


"zzy," | hoarsely breathed as he rocked into me, mindlessly moaning his name again when | felt his hair brush 
against my back as his head dropped forward and his rhythm picked up speed and intensity, his chest pressing down 
on me, his hands gripping my shoulders, now thrusting wildly, and my wrecked throat couldnt make any noise, 
silently whimpering as | tightened around him and my legs began fo shake as he shuddered and hissed. 


He pulled out of me and I fell forward, landing on my side, contented exhaustion dragging me under a drowsy wave, 


oceans away from him. He untied my blindfold, tenderly smoothing my hair down, his warm, loving hands stroking 
my bare shoulders and back, and under his gentle touch, | fell asleep, before he unbound my hands, not before | 


murmured, 'I love you," not before he kissed me and whispered it back 


Chapter eight 


My jet lag followed me back home, demanding that | sleep in the first morning we were back at Basalt, but | sadly 
dd not have that option Isbell had a long meeting with Dean Hannity concerning our new assignment while | filled 
out the paperwork to change my last name at the DMV and Social Security office, then | smiled as | was 
photographed for a new work badge (my new picture was thankfully much more flattering than my first, looking 


more like a beaming newlywed agent and less like a bedraggled and traumatized raccoon) 


bell was also issued a new badge. He had been characteristically tightipped about his promotion, but he didnt have 
fo utter a word He had retired his previous, casual uniform and now that he was back to work, he wore another 
flawlessly tailored black suit with a white dress shirt underneath, forgoing a tie. Although he stil sported his beloved 


leather hat, his smart new appearance now clearly spoke of an improved change in status. 


Then we packed the rest of our belongings and moved to much nicer quarters in the rear building of Basalt ("The 
executive suite," Isbell deadpamned around a sarcastic smirk). Ashba and Buckethead helped us move, and the 
orderlies were surprisingly competent and efficient (although | hadnt let them anywhere near my cherished books, 
in case they decided they were cold and needed kindling fo start a fire) 


Affer hanging up our (my) clothes for the better part of two hours, | readied myself for a much-needed nap. 
bell had bluntly informed me that our assignment would begin at 8 pm sharp this evening whether | was up to it 
or not and could possibly last long into the night. The grim tightness around his mouth suggested that our job 


wouldn't be an easy one, and my nap had been more of an order than a strongly worded recommendation 


Í wearily crawled into our bed, facing the Cape buffalo skull Isbell had mounted high on the opposite wall. As I pulled 
the covers over me and turned over, | noticed a framed picture on his nightstand It was the photograph Robert 
had taken the moment we first kissed as husband and wife, and in that blissful moment, | wasnt sure which one of 
us looked happier. 


| had awakened and dressed, still uncertain if | enjoyed being Isbell's partner (professionally, being his wife was much 
better than | had expected), and | wordlessly rode along as he drove, him chain-smoking and occasionally whistling, 
me desperately hoping he wouldnt kill anyone else tonight as we traveled in the darkness. 


We drove for hours until we were welcomed by the twinkling lights of a small town, then Isbell located and parked 
beside the seedy local dive. We got out of the car and he motioned with two fingers for me to follow him down an 
alley, where, slumped beside an overflowing and fetid garbage can, we found a man's body. 


| thought for sure he was dead, or very near it, his long, tangled black ringlets obscuring much of his deathly gray 
face. He reeked of booze, but | wasnt certain if he'd been beaten and left here-his broken and limp posture 


suggested it but there were no visible bruises or bloody abrasions on him. 


ksbell sighed in disgusted recognition and irritably nudged him with his foot. Without opening his eyes, the dead man 


murmured, "No, Gammy, | don’t want to go to school, Billy will fake my lunch money," and Isbell swore under his 
breath, 


‘Saa-uuul," he patronizingly cooed in a honeyed whisper that stood my every hair on end, and the body instantly 
snapped fully awake, wildly scrabbling, trying unsuccessfully to get his frantic limbs to move in tandem while his 
mouth opened in a silently terrified scream. Even in the darkness, | could clearly see the reddened whites of his 
horrified eyes. 


"No," he gasped, disbelieving mouth falling open, his unkempt curls flying as he shook his head in a heartbreaking, 
inebriated confusion, his cowboy-booted feet slickly scraping for purchase underneath him. "You're dead," he slurred 
as he resigned trying to get up, panicked fear still visible in his pinned-open eyes 


"l don't have time for this, Saul," Isbell snapped, his soft voice now a vicious bark, and he unsympathetically yanked 
the man to his feet, those unforgiving, steely fingers impatiently gripping him under one armpit. 


Saul unsteadily wove for a second, trembling like a frightened fawn, then cried out in broken agony, "Youre dead! 
You closed your eyes and fucking ded! | watched you die!" He began fo pitifully weep, great gulping sobs of drunken 
fear. 'I see you die every night! Why wont you leave me alone?" 


He twisted away from Isbell, his palms smacking, then righting him against the brick building, guiding himself along. Hs 
graceful, slender hands moved without hesitation, as if he knew this route by heart, then he suddenly turned his 
head and vomited, his furious retching echoing in the nights stillness. | mustve stepped forward in silent compassion, 


because Isbell threw a protective arm in front of me. 


When Saul finished, he pressed his disbelieving face against the building as he whimpered, "McKagan cut your throat 
from ear to ear, why won't you stay dead?" 


| covered my mouth in horror, silencing a devastated moan at the thought of Isbell dying McKagar's gory, lingering 
death, 


Isbell stepped a careful, black-booted foot around the mess Saul had made and crossed his derisive arms as one 
sneering, contemptuous corner of his mouth tilted up. ‘its never in my best interest to argue with a drunk, but I 


am most assuredly not dead Ask my wife," he winked at me, barely visible in the streetlight. 


"Your wife?" Saul whispered, then hiccupped "Ghosts get married?" He was now blinking rapidly, whether at Isbell or 
the light, | wasn't sure. 


bell sighed again, rolling his exasperated eyes, then roughly grabbed Saul by the back of the neck, steering hm 


toward the car. "Yes, Dr. Quack, we even tuck," he dryly muttered as he opened the rear door and threw Saul 
hard across the back seat 


Thankfully, Saul slept peacefully, if noisily, in the back through the long ride, first to what I guessed was his 


apartment, where Isbell left me alone with him, car idling, quickly returning with a brown suitcase that he flung in 
the trunk, then all the way back to Basalt. Saul's drunken snores, in fact, his very presence, seemed to deeply 
offend Isbell, but | knew not to ask foo many questions, preferring to focus on the relative ease of the operation 
and being grateful not only that the backseat remained vomit-free, but that all three of us were still alive. 


So far. 


sbell was strong enough to wrangle Saul on his own, and he half-dragged the inebriated man, who was now singing a 
wildly of f-key, slurry version of Jeepers Creepers, to a lonely cell in the basement of Basalt, dropping him on the 
tiny bed | quietly sld his suitcase under his bed, then turned him on his side so he wouldnt choke to death if he 
was sick again in the night while Isbell impatiently tapped his foot, then | took my husband's hand and followed him 


fo our new dwellings 


Chapter nine 


Author's Notes: 
Bothrops is a species of pit-viper ranging from Mexico to Argentina. It is every bit as nasty as described 


kbell was out the door before | had fully awakened, muttering something about organizing components; | heard a 
soft, "He's all yours, babe," before his lips hurriedly pecked mine. | slowly blinked my eyes open, gathering that 


meant | was on the clock and on my own with Saul this morning 


Affer | picked up the key and directions to Sauls quarters that Isbell had left on his pillow, | stopped off at the 
canteen to retrieve his breakfast, hoping he would be able to successfully keep it down (and not heave it on me), 
as well as pick up a bottle of aspirin for his inevitable splitting headache. 


The isolated location of his lodging gave me apprehensive goosebumps when | realized Isbell had been brutally 
ambushed and shot entering a cell just lke this one. | held my breath as | unlocked the door, Sauls freight-train 


snores loudly reassuring me as the key turned 


| sat down his tray of black coffee and plain toast on his scarred bedside table so | could gently shake him awake. 
‘Saul. Saul," | muttered, trying desperately to keep my own breakfast down when his sour, eye-watering stench of 
booze, regurge, and unwashed clothes and body assaulted me. 


| had worked nursemaid charge every weekend Eddie was off and hadnt missed a single moment of sober hangover 
minder. No wonder Isbell skipped out on patient detail, | sniped Given a choice, | would've too. 


"Saul" | now gripped his shoulders and shook him hard in exasperation, my patience reaching its end, though it had 
little to actually do with him. "Get him to talk," Isbell had instructed as | struggled foward consciousness, "gather 
some intel, that's your job. Listen fo him, find out what's going on under all that hair. Why he thinks Im faking a dirt 


n" 


nap. 
"Huh," he gasped, his morning breath fearsome enough to knock me off my feet. When he slowly opened his eyes, I 


noticed the irises were as brown as the whites were red Hs boisterous curls were flattened on one side of his 


head and his skin looked more yellow than grey-green today. | wondered if that counted as progress. 


‘Saul, you need fo get up," I cheerfully sing-songed in my best motherly voice as | sat down on the edge of the 
bed and offered him his tray, subconsciously hating him a little just for making me relive my-not-far-enough- 
removed past Isbell's teetofaler leanings hadn't gone unnoticed and | was damned grateful for his abstinence. "You 
need to eat something." 


He eyed me warily, skittishly pulling himself up with his back against the wall, then reached for his coffee, which I 
knew from experience fo leave black and bring the pot. After he greedily slurped it down, | began cautiously 


questioning him. "Be gentle," Isbell had whispered as he hugged me goodbye, lke he was the world's leading expert on 
tender exploration 


Although sometimes.. 
‘How do you feel today?" 


Hesitantly, he picked up his toast and uninterestedly chewed, the dry bread crackling as he bit into it. He mustve 
been drooling in his sleep, as brown specks of crumbs clung to the dampness in the corner of his mouth. | noticed 


he was as starving dog-thin as Isbell once was and felt an uncontrollable pang of concern 
How does he know Isbell? And why does he think his throat was cut? 
‘Like | was shot at and missed, and shit at and hit," he croaked around his breakfast. 


"Thats understandable." "Youre so beautiful," my naked fiancée had cooed around my unclothed npple, minutes 
after he'd officially proposed on one knee, gallantly presenting me with an opened box of genuine pearl studs, 
smirking at my shocked, open mouth; after he pushed one post in my pierced ear and attached the back , then the 
other, beaming at the handiwork that I lovingly hadn't disturbed since, "they'll want to falk fo you. You just need to 
be compassionate and sympathetic; they'll tell you everything," he'd murmured on my neck as an adventuresome, 


knowing hand roamed south, 


"Who are your" he asked bluntly as he reached for the other piece of toast, unknowingly squinting at me, his 


vulnerable, compromised state leaving no room for neither deception nor manners 


‘lm Connie Isbell" "Your face will never let you lie, though," hed predicted softly as the backs of his knuckles 
tenderly stroked my cheek, my eyes falling closed at his gentle touch. "I don’t think you can do anything about 
that, so let them talk" He'd pressed his lps to mine, then his mouth trailed back down to my breast and my 


tutoring was over. "I work for the agency." 


Those snappy, intelligent brown eyes grew devastatingly huge again, uncovered by his hair. "Connie Isbell? Are you.. 
his.wife? The one he..uhh.mentioned?" Hs soft voice grew heartbreakingly high-pitched at the end of his sentences. 


"Yes," | said quietly. | had read enough psychology books to know, match his tone. Mirror him, in voice and 
movements. Noticing he'd finished eating, | opened a pack of cigarettes and offered him one, then placed one 
between my lips, leaning forward and lighting them both. Make him comfortable. 

"l didn't dream him last night?" Hs gaze is just as direct and uncompromising as my husband's. 


"No." Why do you keep thinking he's dead? 


He sighed, then sharply exhaled through his nose. “Isbell really is alive?" The fact it was even a question made my 
heart ache. 


"H fook him some time to recover from his gunshot wounds, but yes, Saul, he's just as alive as you and me." He 


really was last night, he kept me up almost till daylight. "Why do you think he died?" 
Somehow, | knew it before he said it. "! saw him get shot." 


| had pictured it in my own head ten thousand times, Isbell taking those bullets and helplessly crumpling, and | gagged 
in a horrified cold sweat every time | did But this man had witnessed it 


And it obviously had a devastating impact on his psyche as well as his memory. 


| dragged hard on my cigarette and even though it was the last thing Id ever want to hear, | asked as | exhaled, 
‘Saul, what did you see?" 


He didn't hesitate. "When Isbell and | entered McKagan's cell, McKagan slammed into Isbell, then he..grabbed Isbell's 
gun when he dropped it" 


He was shot with his own gun 

With tears in my eyes, my anguished stomach immediately rose, then fell 

BREA THE. 

bell kissed you goodbye just this morning 

Was it for the last time? 

| was breathing hard through my dry mouth, but Saul didn't notice, he was a thousand miles away, homed in on the 
lurid film reel uncontrollably spinning in his head, his words quickening as he continued. "He raised it and fired into 
kbell's right leg, then his left..." 

McKagan is left-handed, | thought, deeply lightheaded 

Was. 

BREA THE. 

You know he cant hurt Isbell anymore. 


Axl made sure of that 


My unsettled guts lurched again when | remembered what Axl had left of McKagan 


If | survive today, maybe Hl ask for a raise. 


"then he, or | guess I thought, | know | saw it though, he raised the gun and shot Isbell in the throat. McKagan 
dragged him and shackled him fo the wall, then | saw hm pull out a Swiss Army knife and." 


/ swallowed a gasp. 


“made Isbell's smile permanent, y'know," with two descriptive fingers he indicated on his neck, "and | thought | heard 
screaming, but it wasn't Isbell, he was, uh, gurgling," | gasped out loud at that, "and..uhh..spitting, and McKagan, he 
was a fuckin’ Bothrops, one lethal pit-viper strike and you'd bleed from your eye sockets and mouth before you 
bled fo death; he was so calm as stood over Isbell and explained to him how many minutes he had left..." 


| put my shaking hands over my closed eyes and silently whimpered, not out of sympathy for what this 
unfortunate soul was telling me he saw replaying in his head daily, but because | couldnt bear to process what he 


was telling me. 
The blood from his stitches made me sick, but this..this | cannot possibly comprehend. 


"but | don't know if | screamed out loud or it was just in my head, and then Isbell closed his eyes in defeat, fuckin’ 
gave up and just died..and now | know he's not dead, and that wasnt real, but it sure as hell felt real. and why.. 
why do [.?" 


"Why do you see him dying in your head?" | asked dully, my visceral, agonized reaction to his bloody narrative 
wearing me out, weakly tamping out my Marlboro and handing him the ashtray. 


| mean, | did too at one time, but not in this kind of gory detail, more like | sipped him a mickey in his coffee and 
he just dropped dead and | could finally work in peace. 


"Yeah, | mean, Im a psychologist, well, | was, | graduated from Stanford in 51" that's news to me, all of this is news 
fo me, "and Ive wished him dead God knows how many times, | could've probably drawn that blade across his 
throat myself. | cant figure out if Im counter-projectioning or if this is a side effect from those fucking pills, | 
know they made me itch lke a motherfucker." 


He wanted to kill Isbell too? 


"Pills?" | squeaked as | watched Saul begin digging at his arms, now desperately wishing | had been given just a little 
bit of background on him, that | wasn’t going into this so hopelessly unprepared, that | would be able to stand on a 
ttle bit of solid ground, that | would just be able to keep up with what he was telling me.. 


"Yes, pills," Saul impatiently emphasized, still scratching Hed lost his fearful disbelief and was now nearly ascending 
Isbell levels of disdainful condescension, time and his meager breakfast sobering him while his arrogant pride puffed 
out his skeletal chest in immeasurable self-importance. Don't you know who | am? his superior expression shouted 


at me. "Axl gave me pills, didn’t anyone tell you anything about me?" 


‘Oh, she witnessed me digging your shit-faced, puking ass out of the gutter last night, Gunga Din. She saw with her 
own eyes how fucking pathetic you are." Neither one of us had heard Isbell enter and we both gaped at him, 
comically open-mouthed in unison while he drank it all in, flicking unconcerned cigarette ashes on the floor, an 
amused smirk dancing on his lips, until Saul found his voice. 


‘bell, why are you still here?" he snapped 


‘Because, despite your twisted projections, Oh Great Stanford U, | did not de, you asshole." Isbell didn't even bother 


fo look up from his fingernails. 


‘No, why are you still at Basalt? Why did you come and get me? Are you going.." he hesitated, "to conduct 


experiments on me again?" 

He was a human experiment? 

Did Isbell experiment on him? 

‘No, you self-pitying, sad fucking fuck, after we dry you out, we get the glorious job of evaluating you." 


Saul's impressive curtain of hair parted when he tilted his face up at Isbell, and | could've sworn | saw the briefest 
flicker of hope creep across his sweetly handsome features. 


He wants help, he just doesn't know how to ask. 

kbells voice held that silky, patronizing tone he only used with Saul "We're going to see if you can be useful fo us 
again," he purred, his beautiful face hardening to depraved marble, and | saw Saul's wistful longing immediately 
dissolve into open fear once more, watched my husband's expression grow cruelly gleeful 

So, it wasn't just me he played cat and mouse with, 

bell noticed my unsmiling face watching his malicious litte game, and abruptly dropped his degenerate playfulness; 
exhaling cigarette smoke through his nose in frustration. "To the point, Doc-for Hudson, we're going to nurse your 
pickled ass through withdrawal, should you need assistance and | think you will. Then me and my much better half 


will assess if youre able to function as your profession again." 


Sauls eyebrows raised under his hair, then he derisively smiled "Wow. Im totally fucking touched, Isbell You used to 
equate the noble science of psychology to mouse turds." 


‘Lower, actually," Isbell airly corrected. "But the agency actually has a use for a shrink One that will obey orders 


and generate acceptable results." 


Saul opened his mouth, but Isbell threw his hand up, indicating he wasn't finished "You need a lot of work before we 


let you pretend to be a doctor again Your vivid hallucinations of my tragic and untimely demise suggest that your 
drinking has compromised part of your brain, and that shit Axl gave you is probably still fucking with you. Your old 
buddy'l be down momentarily to start your IVs, and," Isbell obnoxiously smirked, his eyes narrowing, ‘if you're a 
good boy, maybe this time he'll feed you a nerve pill." 


Í could see a screaming incandescent rage bubbling to the surface in Saul, just before he bellowed, "Fuck that! Fuck 


him! Motherfucker aint coming nowhere near me!" 


kbell was back to boredly studying his cuticles. "Granted, Red isn’t ever going to win Miss Congeniality, but youre 
going to let him start intravenous fluids or youre gonna be the one to die here, thanks to dehydration." 


Hs head jerked up as he hatefully hissed, "And guess what, Bucko, my word is now law. You're going to get the 
DT's, pretty fucking bad Im guessing, but in a few days, should you survive, you will be evaluated to see if you can 
practice your self-wanking quackery for a little while longer. We'll be gentle this time," and the snide shit-eating grin 
he threw at Saul chilled my blood to ice. 


Saul was completely agitated now, partly from acute alcohol withdrawal and partly from my demented jackass of 
a spouse purposely winding him up. "Why should | help you? Why should | fucking do anything?" 


"Yer ears broke, Curly? My word is law now." 

‘Oh, fuck your word, Isbell! And fuck you too!" 

bells hooded, swaying cobra smile was back. 'I wouldn't say that to your boss," he crooned, cold-blooded 
merriment dancing in his glittering elapid eyes. He was so viciously delighted with his new authority, | could've sworn 
he hid an erection in his pants. 


Saul's disbelieving gasp was so sharp, | nearly jumped out of my skin. "NO!" he screamed 


‘Oh yes" | hadn't missed the arrogantly smug, hair-tnigger bully Isbell was, not at all. "Im in charge of the whole 


shooting match Im everyone's boss." 


‘Oh, goody," Axl groaned as he rolled his eyes 


Chapter fen 


As Isbell had predicted, Sauls DTs were harrowing. He was belligerent and hysterical to the orderles when they 
tried to get him up to bathe, and he threw a ferociously hard, dead-eyed sucker punch that broke Axis nose after 
he'd let him start an WV lne (/ almost felt sorry for the bleeding bastard Almost), so after he came around from 
his Isbell-administered sedative, | had to change his IV bags and dispense his nerve pills 


Which weren't helping him. Hs ghastly hallucinations hadnt abated, they were growing even more intense and 
frightening Sometimes he witnessed McKagan cutting Isbell's throat, or McKagan kidnapping Axl. Sometimes he 
screamed, "ISBELL, NO!" Occasionally, he told Dean Hannity, no, he wasn't going fo participate in your bullshit project, 
you and your fucking agency can go fuck yourselves. One time, he insisted that Axl kissed him in his sleep, right 
before he knocked him out with a shot, and occasionally he babbled and moaned gibberish about the picana, wailing 
‘lm sorry, Im sorry, Im so sorry." 


Today he was having a nightmare, thrashing and whimpering in his sleep, the metal feet of his bed scraping and 


screeching on the floor trom his violent impetus. 

| sat down his tray and sighed Saul was at his worst when I arrived in the mornings, and | sometimes had to spoon- 
feed him his oatmeal after his nerve pills kicked in He awakened with a startled snort when | settled at the edge 
of his bed 

"k he here?" he gasped, breathing hard 

"Who?" McKagan? 

No, he's dead 

"You know," he dramatically whispered. 

‘No, | don't, Saul, why don't you tell me?" | stretched out my open palm, showing him his pills 


Saul shook his head at my offering, his panicked eyes rolling in terror. "He's here, | know he's here. He talked fo me." 


He threw his arms around himself and rocked hard, anxiously turning himself against the wall. "Don't let him get 
me," he whimpered 


/ silently called on my extensive reserves of patience as | sat his medication beside his coffee, then asked, "Who?" I 


can't help you if you won't fell me who. 
"The devil. He's here. Hell make me follow him fo hell” 


The devil 


This is new. 


| cradled his bowl of oatmeal in my palm, throwing back my head in bewildered exasperation as | took a calming 
deep breath, and with my other hand gently patted his sweaty curls. ‘Its okay, Saul, the devils not here. Only me." 
| lowered my hand and stroked the back of his disintegrating, yellowed undershirt and he turned over, his confused 
agitation setting him bolt upright in the bed 


‘No, he's here, he's coming for me, he'll make me go with him," he insisted 


‘No, he wont, he's not here. Why dont you have a bite of oatmeal?" I stuck the spoon in his cooling breakfast, 
which now resembled chunky, curdled wallpaper paste, and held it out to him. 


‘He's here! Why won't you listen fo me! You have fo listen to mel" he shouted as he grabbed me by both of my 
arms and shook me hard, sending his bowl flying upwards, landing its gloopy contents in my hair and in my face. 


Like a fired shot, Isbell fore into the room. He grabbed Saul by the throat and before he could speak, Saul erupted 
with an earsplitting shriek. 


‘NONONONONO" he plaintively howled, his frantic wide eyes pinned on me. 'I told you the devil was here!" 


"You ever touch her again and withdrawal won't be what kills you." Isbell's soft voice was calm, but | could see a 
tremulous nerve jump in his hand as he fought to keep it from completely strangling Saul. "You'll wish | was the 
fucking devil then." 


The whites of Sauls eyes grew huge as Isbell tightened his grip, then he suddenly let go, flinging Saul's neck towards 
the wall with a forceful arm. Saul gasped and coughed for a few moments, chest heaving, his cheeks reddening, 
then he gritted, "Get thee behind me, Satan," and spat in Isbell's face. 


instantly, Isbells thin frame went unnaturally, shockingly stil, sending a horrified chill down my back "Connie, why 
don't you go get cleaned up?" he purred in a low voice, and | turned away, the second after | caught the calculated 
murder flashing in those livid dark eyes. 


Just as | opened the door, | heard Saul scream in agony, then | slammed it behind me and hurried away. 


When I finished shampooing and scraping the hardened oatmeal out of my hair, | pressed my forehead and hands 
against the shower wall, completely wiped out. | knew Saul didnt realize what he was doing, how much work he 
really was, how thankless a task being his minder was. 


And | was bitterly aware that he brought out the worst in my husband, that their shared history was both 
mutually corrosive and physically devastating 


Why we did we have fo collect him and why did he bring out all the abusive behavior in Isbell that | hoped had 
somehow up and disappeared, and just what the hell did Isbell do to make him scream like that? 


Í was leaning on both forearms above my head, shielding my eyes from the overhead light, unaware that | wasn't 
alone until | felt Isbell's fingertips trace the curve of my breast, then fitter down my side to my waist, where he 
grabbed me and pulled me to him. 


"Your job will be much easier from now on," he rasped against my temple. 


| looked at him, my dark mate, those intense black eyes burning into mine as a shuddering heat flared between my 
legs, and suddenly my back was against the wall, his unforgiving mouth hard on mine, bruising my lps, his fingers 
ramming into me, and when he curled them inside | stood on my tiptoes, arching and whimpering, and those raging 
fever kisses never stopped, claiming me for his own again and again, my desperate leg wrapping around him and 


pulling him to me, his hardness so close. 


| bucked against him and I heard him groan, then he whirled me around and pushed me hard into the wall 
unhesistantly lifting my hps and slamming forcefully into me. It felt lke our dizzying, frantic first time, him pounding 
into me from behind over and over without mercy, and my hands slid down the wall, my legs giving out as | 


breathlessly peeped, "Izzy." 
He didn't change his rhythm at all and gasped, "Yeah?" 


‘I need fo.." and he slowed, but didn’t completely pull out as | sank fo my hands and knees, him dropping with me, 
and when | settled on the tub floor his brutal thrusts got even rougher and my ecstatic cries grew louder, until | 


clenched around him and screamed as | came. 


Usually after we made love in the shower, Isbell dried me off and lovingly rubbed my hair with the towel, but 
when | opened my eyes and caught my breath, he was gone. 


Íd never seen anyone remotely polite stare agape at a person like Saul did Isbell. Shocked terror and relief visibly 
competed on his face, and more often than not, whenever he saw my husband, Saul would lean his head over the 


side of his bed and vomit into a bucket. 
‘lm not going to take that personally," Isbell dryly observed, ‘but | am pretty pissed he keeps picturing me dead" 
Oh, you need to get over that, my love. Weve all done that a time or two. 


While Saul didn't exactly welcome me with open arms, he did appear fo trust me. As the days wore on, he stopped 
hallucinating and began opening up about himself. He talked about his Gammy, how much she had loved him and how 
deeply he missed her, both of us uproariously laughing as he regaled me with her blunt witticisms. He didn’t bring up 
his past experience at Basalt, but he did speak about his past work as a psychiatrist, how much he'd enjoyed helping 


people, proudly watching them progress towards healing, and he apologized over and over again for an unimaginable 


hurt he'd caused, passionately declaring, "I didn’t know what | was doing, | was taking those damn pills." 

‘Connie, what do you do here? Are you an agent?" Saul had requested and tucked away a jaw-dropping breakfast 
of scrambled eggs, a stack of blueberry pancakes he'd drowned with syrup, sausage links, "lotsa" hash browns, 
orange juice, coffee, and a large cinnamon roll speckled with pecans. Hs appetite had improved from devoutly 
nonexistent to savagely ravenous, with a fierce craving for sweets; his color was a now a clear and healthy light 
brown. Hs bewhiskered, prickly face was several days behind a decent shave, but his hair was wet from his 
(voluntary) morning shower and he dressed in his worn but clean khakis and button-downs that Isbell had packed 
for him. 

"Yes, | am." 

He swallowed hard, then lit a cigarette, politely offering me the pack. "Are you an interrogator?" 

Pulling one out, | smiled. "No, Im a facilitator. There's only room for one interrogator in our family." 

‘Our family?" he echoed in disbelief. Those brown eyes held mine, then he lit our smokes and shook his head in 


appalled wonderment. "I cannot believe Isbell has a wife. Why would a woman marry a fucking psychopath Ike 
Isbell?” 


/ narrowed my eyes and frowned. "Because | wanted fo, Saul | love him." 

He snorted "You do realize your husband has no loveable qualities whatsoever." 

‘Maybe | know a different man than what you do." 

certainly hope so. The Isbell | know took out a mans eye just for the hell of it." 

That statement had my undivided attention. Seeing this, Saul pressed on. "That poor bastard was a POW, hadn't 
done anything wrong he was just a poor litte mailman that was drafted to Korea, and he was scared, and maybe 
a little agitated because of if, and Isbell just as pretty as you please took a syringe and," he made a cruel 
puncturing motion with his closed fist, his merciless thumb sharply pressing down an imaginary stopper, ‘popped it 
lke a grape. PFFFTT" 

| felt my own breakfast lurch upwards to the back of my throat. 

‘bell did that just because he gets off on hurting innocent people." Saul regarded me with a thoughtfully tilted 
head, his intense eyes scanning my face, then furtively searching for bruises on my arms. "Does he hurt you, 
Connie?" he whispered in a kind voice. "You can fell me." 


| faintly shook my head and swallowed back my retch, reeling in disgust. Why would Isbell pop a man's eyeball? 


Then | stilled. Unless he really did get off on someone else's suffering 


A Iittle voice reminded me, You know he does. 
And you married him anyway. 


What have | done? 


"Where is Steven, anyway?" Saul spoke loudly, his narrowed eyes sliding fo Isbell "Your degenerate ass still maiming 
him for shits and giggles?" 


Isbell dragged hard on his Marlboro and smirked, clearly toying with the idea of answering him. 
| caught his unrepentant gaze from the corner of my eye, and his contemptable expression dropped in an instant 
"He's at a veteran's hospital, where | cannot disclose." Isbell paused. "He's uh, making progress. He sees a psychologist 


three times a week. A good one," raising a vicious eyebrow at Saul 


Saul stiffened at the insult. "You are a disgusting prick, Isbell," he hissed "And you've made this nice girl think you'd 
make a feasible husband | feel sorner for her than | do Steven, and that's really fucking saying something." 


bells dark eyes widened in a diabolical, scalding rage. '! don’t have to explain shit fo you, motherfucker, least of all 
my personal life. And you need to watch how you speak fo your boss." 


I blinked in startled recognition Ive heard you say that before 

You said that to me, right before you dug your hands into my arms and shook me until | whmpered 
My stomach dropped as | realized, What if Isbell did want to hurt me? 

What would | be able to do? 

Isbell was all that I had, besides this job, and if our marriage were to end, | knew Id lose that too 

He controls my entire world 

And he's so horrifyngly cruel 

All the wind rushed out of me when I realized how dependent | was on this. madman 

"Shut the fuck up, Saul Connie, are you okay?" 

'Fne," | snapped as | ground my cigarette out 


Saul shot my husband an obnoxious, Isbell-patented contemptuous smirk. He opened his mouth to speak, but the 


white-hot fury glowing on Isbells face stopped him 


kbell spat, "Since you feel good enough to judge my marriage, fuckface, your assignment begins tomorrow at 7 am 
sharp. And if you fail to make any headway, then you get to answer to me." His ominous pause spoke volumes. 


"Without her." 
"Wil you have the picana?" Saul jeered "Your precious toy?" 


"Better yet," Isbell thinly smiled "| have free rein" 


As he locked the door to Sauls cell, Isbell gently repeated, "You okay?" 


7 fold you | was fine," | gritted through my teeth 


He coldly gritted back, "Well, you need to be better than fine, because your assignment begins tomorrow too. You 
need to have your wits about you without your ass being up in the air." 


Í shot him a dirty look, then we walked in silence down a maze of hallways, my pissed-off heels stamping on the 
tiles the only sound, until we came to a locked corridor. Isbell stopped in front of the large metal door, so abruptly 


Í nearly slammed into him. 


"You cannot fuck this up, Connie," he murmured. He unlocked the door, which led down an impressive hallway, and 


we walked together to a window looking into what looked like a child's empty playroom. 
"This is a two-way mirror," he indicated, "and these are your subject's living quarters," he said softly. 


Í leaned in to hear him. "She was a student at USC. She and her friends were experimenting with drugs and she took 
what doctors believe was an incredibly potent dose of LSD. Do you know what that is?" 


| shook my head 


‘Man-made hallucinogen. She ‘took an acid trip," he made quotes with his fingers, "and she never came back, 
instead regressing to a child-like state. Sauls job is to evaluate her, to see what possibly can be done for her." 


"Whats my job?" | asked 


"Youre going to befriend that little girl Her name is Amy Hannity." 


Chapter eleven 


Author's Notes: 
Amy Hannity was inspired by Diane Linkletter, comedian Art Linkletter's daughter, whose suicide was attributed to 


LSD usage. 


"She's..." 

‘Boss Hannity's daughter," Isbell whispered. "He's so grief-stricken, he retired from the agency. We have to get her 
back. If we don't get results with her, it will cost us all our jobs." He paused, then sighed through his nose. "! will go 
fo the uh, | will go to prison." 

Í was so stunned, | nearly yelped out loud. ‘Isbell, how are we going to get results with her?" 

He was locking the doors to Amy's wing of the building "How are we going fo get results with Dr. Fucking Quack 
leading the charge is a better question Hannity's sent her to nearly every shrink in the state, and he’s all thats 
left" 

My mouth was dry from devastated fear. "Maybe," | faltered, "maybe if he's properly motivated." 

"Well, the picana can only do so much," he snapped 

"The picana! You're going to use the picana on him?!" 

He met my eyes and didn't answer. 

Then it hit me between the eyes 

"You already have." 

Thats why he wants fo cut your throat. "Why did you use the picana on Saul?" 

He was silent for a moment. "That project was classified" 

"What?!" 

"Shh, Connie, beleve me, | cant tell you the particulars about that project. But | can tell you that Saul Hudson is no 


innocent schoolboy, writing his thesis on the practical applications of human torture and enthusiastically ramming 


the picana down McKagan's throat." 


‘Down his throat?" My horrified knees were threatening to give out. 


‘Thad to fucking pry it out of his gleeful hitte hands. And he wasnt under a drug-induced mania, those pills Axl 


gave him were more or less placebos." 
It wouldve been nice to know this information at the beginning, who | was dealing with 


‘ft wouldve changed how you treated your patient," Isbell murmured, eerie in both his correct assessment and in 


effortlessly reading my mind 

And he's the last hope this poor girl has. 

That we have. 

God help us 

That night, after hed tumed the lights out and we were lying in bed, Isbell cuddled me from behind, his lps pressed 
against my neck, his suggestive hips grinding into my rear, and as | turned over to him, all | could see was an 
innocent man's eyeball exploding like an obscenely overripe grape, the open red socket hellishly throbbing and howling 
in tortured, vibrating pain, the viscous, clear fluid contents luridly sliding and dripping down his face while a demonic, 
needle-wielding Isbell grinned in triumph. 

Í could hear his screams. 

"l have a headache," | whispered as | abruptly jerked away from his grasp, hugging the edge of the mattress in 
horrified revulsion 

| awoke in bed by myself, my marching orders from my boss staring at me from his pillow: "Make initial contact 
with Amy." Hed left a diagram of where her quarters were, as well as a Raggedy Ann and a key. 

Clutching the doll, | met Saul at the door of her wing, and affer unlocking it looked up just in tme to witness him 
seeing her through the glass for the first time. Hs eyes widened, his mouth slackly fell open in a shocked O, his 
face softened, and | realized that | had just watched a man fall helplessly in love. 

Í closed my eyes and sighed This could be great or terrible. 

Although It could be the motivation he needs 


‘Have you met her?" he whispered 


"No, | havent even seen her." 


He stepped back and motioned me toward the glass. She was seated at a table, biting her bottom lp while carefully 
crayoning in a coloring book, and it was all | could do to keep from gasping out loud She had long, wavy reddish- 


brown hair and enormous brown eyes, a few light freckles scattered on her upturned nose. 

She has to be the apple of her daddy's eye. She's exquisite. 

Saul was still openly staring at her, and he startled when | asked, "Who's going in there first?" 

He faintly shook his head. "! thought Id watch the two of you interact, to gauge the severity of her condition, then, 
if she's comfortable with you, you could introduce me as a friend, someone that isn’t a threat." He paused. "She 
might respond more favorably to a woman" 

‘Have you treated someone like her before?" 

‘No. Ive only read about cases like this, to be honest, although this type of regression isn’t all that rare." He tilted 
his head as he thoughtfully regarded the Raggedy Ann. "That was an excellent idea, bringing her a doll. Where did 
you get it?" 

"bbell" 


"Oh. Good to know he uses his head for more than holding up his hat." 


Í rolled my eyes as | reached for the door handle, and Saul whispered, "You dont suppose she's dangerous, do you?" 


"Amy?" | asked as | cautiously rounded the corner to her play area. "Hi Im-" 
‘Sissy! Youre here!" she cried, throwing her delighted arms around me. "Did you come fo play with me?" 
"Uh, | um, yes, we can play dolls," | stammered, awkwardly thrusting out the one in my hand 


She led me over to her toys that were scattered on the floor and plucked up another doll, then had it carry on a 


charming and animated conversation with Raggedy Ann 


We sat cross-legged on the floor, close to each other, and from the corner of my eye, | studied her. She seemed 
happy enough, no signs of inward turmoil, chattering a mile a minute to me and my doll At first, she addressed me 
only as "Sissy," but at one point in our conversation she called me "Jenny." As with Saul, Isbell hadnt given me any 
background on her, just thrown me into this cold, so | didn't know if Hannity had any other children, although | could 


surmise he did from how safe Amy felt in my presence. 


Her excited rambling had grown quieter and | could tell she was winding down. She rubbed her huge dark eyes and 
yawned sleepily. 


‘Sissy, let's fake a nap," she said, then stretched out on the rug. | reclined on the floor beside her, and she sweetly 
laid her head on my abdomen, breathing deeply, falling asleep almost instantly. 


Laying on my back, | petted her hair as | hear the door squeak open, and Saul entered Hs amazed eyes never left 
her; his awestruck face filled with shy wonderment. He sat down cross-legged next to us, his eyes unfocused and 


dreamy as he stared at her, then dropped them in embarrassment when he caught my unamused glare. 


| hope you can get your shit together and fix her. | dont want to make love to Isbell anymore, but | dont want 
him to spend his life in prison 


And even though | hate it here, Id prefer not to lose my job, 
"She's so beautiful," he breathed, and my heart sank. 
Focus," | gritted 


He sat up straighter and folded his hands together, his elbows touching his knees. "She shows no signs of trauma, 
her verbal skills are beyond excellent, and she is quite intelligent. The games she played with the dolls were clever, 
and she's obviously able to bond with you. Her medical chart shows her to be perfectly healthy, she eats well and 
doesn't suffer any sleep disturbances. She seems fine, other than she's twenty years old and presenting as a child 
F | were fo place a guess, she's probably functioning at about seven or eight years old, but the question is why she 
stopped there." Hs shoulders slumped as he sighed "Sometimes the human mind is a mystery. We just have to 
make her comtortable for now." 


Amy stirred against me as she heard his voice, and she opened her eyes wide in alarm. 
‘ts okay," | said, tenderly stroking her head. ‘He's our friend." 


She leaned against me as | sat the both of us up. | protectively held her in my arms and felt her heart beat 


nervously quicken before she buried her face in my shoulder, anxiously whimpering 


"Youre scaring her. Maybe we can try to introduce you some other time." Not only was keeping my mate from 
becoming an inmate my top priority, but | had never had a sibling and was quickly warming to the idea of 
protecting one, even if the reality was heartbreaking 


| tightened my grip as | rocked her and Saul nodded He frowned and raised his hand up to touch her hair. | 


narrowed my eyes at him, and he put his head down, his curls shielding his embarrassed face as he backed away. 


| spent the entire day with Amy, coloring and playing and reading to her. When the excruciating need for a 
cigarette began grinding my molars together, my shaking hand reached for my purse, intending to palm one and 
sneak it into the bathroom. 


But Amy never let me out of her sight, and she squealed in shock when she saw the pack. 
‘Oh my gosh, Sissy, you're smoking? Im telling Mom and Dad" She giggled, then singsonged, "lm telling, Im telling." 


The urge was too great to not smoke, and | wasn't exactly scared of the consequences. "Go ahead and tattle, you 


brat," | teased 


She carefully watched me light what had to be the most delicious cigarette of my life, then whispered, 'I want fo 
try." 


| didnt especially want to send Hannity's daughter back to him a smoke fiend, but the intense way she was studying 
me left me little choice. | held it out to her, and to my amazement, she dragged on it without inexperienced 
hesitation, then exhaled an impressive plume of smoke through her mouth without coughing or retching 

Oh, Amy really is a smoker. Maybe this will stir some recognition of who really she is 

Affer our dinner (brought to us by Saul, who Im certain had a few motives other than kindness), Amy changed 
into her pajamas and looked questioningly at me. 

‘Sissy, why dont you put your jommies on?" 

‘lm not sleeping here," | said My heart was beginning to ache at the thought of leaving her and returning to Isbell 
Her huge dark eyes filled with heartbroken tears. 

"l got in trouble, so | have to sleep on the couch," I led "But HI see you in the morning" | hugged her tightly, tears 
in my own eyes, reluctant to let go of my new sister, not wanting fo lay next fo a hardened sadist "Goodnight, 
Amy, | love you." 


She hugged me back just as hard 'I love you foo." 


After cuddling for a few moments in her bed, | tiptoed out when she began to doze off, careful not to wake her, 
giving her a soft peck on the cheek as | left 


| quietly locked her door behind me and found myself face to face with Isbell and Saul 


"Well?" my short-tempered mate impatiently leaned forward and barked at me through a mouthful of cigarette 
smoke. "Leam anything?" 


| pulled him close, so that Saul couldn't hear me. He mistook my nearness for sexual invitation and smirked in his 


irritating way, placing his possessive hands firmly on my hps and yanking me towards him. 


| beckoned him down to me, then grasped the front of his shirt. '! need a bed brought down here," | hissed in his 


ear. 


Chapter twelve 


| spent nearly every waking moment with Amy, coloring and chasing her and chatting and giggling, the two of us 
collapsing in a laughing, teary pile, sweetly hugging each other. | even brought down some of my dressier clothes and 
costume jewelry and we played 'princess" for hours. While she slept at night, | gave my daily report to Saul, who 


fook copious, careful notes and counseled me on how to proceed, and Isbell, who silently scowled and chain-smoked. 


Despite us giving it our best efforts, her recovery remained at a standstill, although from what little | learned 
from Isbell, Hannity was willing fo give us time to work with her since she was now happy and content. (Boss and 
Mrs. Hannity did not visit Amy at Basalt, fearing that their presence might impede her improvement.) Her 
experiences prior to our intervention saw her frightened and wailing in various hospitals and doctors’ offices, and 
news of her laughter brought a small comfort to her bewildered parents. 


And when | was laughing and playing with my newfound sister, | could easily forget that somehow we had to pull a 
magical cure for her out of our asses to keep Isbell out of prison and me off the streets, that | was married until 
death do us part fo an eyeball-rupturing professional demon, that the doctor hired to heal Amy had dissolved into 
a useless, love-struck puppy, that our reality was so bleak that if you took a moment and dwelled on if, your 
insides churned themselves into hamburger. 


| wasn't certain if Isbell was torturing Saul now for our lack of progress like he had threatened (every day | looked 
for telltale marks, but Saul wore long sleeves and | knew Isbell wouldnt touch his face). Saul was still wary of Isbell, 
but he didnt flinch in his presence. This bolstered my flagging spirits, but not enough for me to willingly retum fo 
my husband's arms. 

He had of course denied my request to put my bed in Amy's room, and every time | left her to return to our 
quarters, a grief-stricken Amy sobbed and screamed, so hysterical Saul considered giving her a shot so she wouldn't 


vomit. 


After she again threw a fit and cried herself to sleep one night, Saul appealed to Isbell, a concerned weariness 
pulling down the corners of his mouth. "Look, | know Im not your favorite person," he tentatively began 


"Damn right," bell muttered 
" and this probably won't help matters, but you really should consider letting Cornie sleep down here with Amy." 
Isbell shook his head and crossed his arms. "She's my wife and she belongs with me. h my bed," he emphasized 
He narrowed his eyes at me in disgust as if to say, Even though she doesn't do anything in it anymore 

Saul turned to me. "Connie, what do you thnk?" 


| didn't hesitate to jump at my chance. 'I think it would hasten her recovery if | slept down here with her." 


"l agree. | also believe that if Amy is extremely fragile right now and if she suffers any more psychological trauma, 
her psychosis may be permanent. | think the best thing fo do is keep her calm and secure, and your presence does 
Just that. | understand you had a breakthrough with her? She's smoking?" 

"Yes. She wants to be just like Sissy, and Sissy smokes. This isnt the first time she's had a cigarette." 


‘Good, good | dont normally endorse smoking, even though | do if, but in her case it is a minmal return fo her 
reality. Any progress is good progress." He tilted his head at me. "She wants to be just lke you, huh?" 


| nodded 

"Then maybe you should start acting ike a grown-up." 

But I lke playing with her. 

lm happy when Im with Amy. 

Isbell smirked behind his cigarette, nodding in agreement. 'I totally agree, my wife should grow the fuck up." 
| awoke in my twin bed with a start. | had dreamed Isbell was kissing and fondling me in my sleep again, so intense 
and erotic and vivid | wondered if the flesh-and-blood man had slipped into the room and groped me. 
Amy was smiling at me, lying in her own bed. "Sissy, whats Isbell mean?" 

Oh shit. "Where did you hear that name?" | slowly asked as I rolled over, my innocent eyebrows furrowing 
"You were whispering it in your sleep." 

really hope | wasn’t moaning it. "He's... ummm, my boyfriend" 

"You have a boyfriend? Do you go to the movies with him?" 

No, we dont uh, date. 

Never did "Uh, yeah" 

‘Do you kiss him?" 

Ubhhh.. "Why? Did you see him kiss me?" 


She giggled "No, but | know that you're supposed kiss a boyfriend Do you like him?" 


Do I? | dont even know anymore. "Yes." 
"Do you love him?" 


Parts of me still do, apparently. "Very much." An idea was beginning to form. "Amy, would you like a boyfriend?" 


"Nooo!" she howled, turning onto her back, her stunning face grotesquely scrunched up in revulsion, dsqustedly rolling 
back and forth on her bed in her sheep-printed pajamas and kicking her feet upwards. "Boys are yucky! They have 


cooties!" 


| need to put the idea in her head | sat up in my bed, in my own moon-printed pjs, and tried fo sound stern 
enough to persuade her. "You're growing up, and since you're uh, in high school now, you feel differently about 


boys" 

Stil on her back, she dramatically shook her head, her bottom lp pooching out 

"You do," I insisted 

Maybe if | treat her lke a grown-up, she'll quit behaving like a child 

There's nothing to lose. 

She giggled, then narrowed her eyes and curiously looked up at me. "What's your boyfriend lke?" 
Sadistic. Unpredictable. A bully 

| was still aching between my legs from my graphic, arousing dream. Great kisser. A revelation in bed 
A husband. "He's um, very nice." 

"Why do you like him?" 

Did | ever like Isbell? 


| dunno, one day he crawled under my skin and started biting, then he hung on with his teeth and didnt let go. "Uh, 


he makes me smile." 
Well, he used to. Not much fo smile about here lately. 
"Can | meet him?" 


Hard to tell what will happen to your eyes. Or you. 


Although you are Dean Hannity's kid, you should be safe. "Why do you want to meet him?" | asked, trying to 
stall her, willfully determined to keep the two very 

distinct halves of my life separate from each other. 

"Because you love him so much." 

Later that afternoon, | opened her door, knowing | would find Isbell and Saul observing us behind the glass. "She 
wants to meet you," | said to Isbell. 

"Why, what the hell did you tell her?" he snapped. 

| reflexively jumped at his sharp tone. "I told her | had a boyfriend, and since she was growing up, maybe she 
needed to think about boys." | cleared my throat, flicking an apprehensive glance at Saul. "Maybe she can meet 


the both of you." 


‘lm not going on a fucking double date" Of course, Isbell wasn't the least bit pleased with my suggestion, but 
an elated Saul was beaming. 


"That's a great idea, Connie." 
"Yeah, | knew you'd think so." 


"You'd better watch your ass, Romeo, hitting on Hannity's daughter, especially when she thinks she's a child,’ 
Isbell warned. "You'll never be heard from again." 


"Isbell, has it ever occurred to you that I'm not a fucking pedophile, l'm actually a doctor and | want to 
successfully treat Amy?" 


"| personally don’t give a shit who you are or what you want, Saul, so, no, not really.” 
Saul ignored him. "We'll bring you girls down a pizza and some Cokes. All of us have a nice dinner together." 


Isbell crossed his arms and rolled his dark eyes. "I really hope pizza and pop isn't your idea of a nice dinner, 


although it would explain why you don't get laid” 
You dont either, asshole, except in my dreams 
When | returned to her room, | noticed Amy hadn't been as frantic when | left her alone as she normally was, 


and when our company knocked on the door, | let the two of them in, Isbell roughly brushing past me, Saul 


smiling as he followed, carrying our dinner. 


"Amy, these are my friends, Isbell and Saul" 
"shell?" she asked, wide-eyed. "Youre her boyfriend?" 

Isbell looked at me from the corner of his eye, his expressionless face unreadable. "Yeah," he mumbled 
She tilted her head at him, openly assessing him, her gaze and voice direct. "Do you love my Sissy?" 


He was silent for a few beats too long, long enough for me to feel a crushing disappointment begin to ache in 


my chest. 
/ still love you, you bastard 
"l, uh, yeah, of course | love her," he finally muttered, dropping his head. 


She thoughtfully studied him, then nodded. "She says she loves you very much, so | guess you're okay.” 


The four of us sat cross-legged on the floor and dined in overwhelming silence, Saul bashfully smiling at Amy 


under his hair and Isbell refusing to look at me. 

İt was just as stilted and awkward as a real first date. 

Amy batted her eyes at Saul. "Who are you?" She coyly looked down, then back up. "Are you my boyfriend?" 
Saul immediately flushed, then dropped his head so that his curls covered his heated cheeks. "N-no," he 
stammered, his timid voice growing softer. He quickly took a sip of Coke, his nervous hand shaking around the 
bottle. "But I'd like to get to know you." 

Her voice was a much deeper, womanly purr. "What would you like to know?" 

Saul's mouth flew open as he gasped; his eyes grew enormous. "How old are you?" he whispered. 

‘lm eighteen" 


"Amy," | sharply reproached, as both Isbell and Saul's heads perked up. 


She looked down in shame, her face glowing deep pink, and her breathless words tumbled out rapidly. "Okay, l'm 
fifteen now, but I'll be sixteen in a few weeks, and that's when Mom said | could date." 


"What did Dad say?" 


She giggled. "He said never." 

"Was | allowed to date at sixteen?" 

"l-I don't remember," she faltered. "Maybe? Dad's not as protective of you as he is me." 
Wonder why? 

"You're what, a sophomore? What's your favorite subject in school?" Saul asked shyly. 
She smiled. "History." 


His eyebrows raised as he beamed. "Yeah? Who's your favorite teacher? Mine's Mr. Hughes, he teaches junior 
English." 


‘Oh, I've not had him yet, is his class really hard?" 

| glanced over at Isbell, who was stubbing out a cigarette, his hat shielding his eyes, ignoring his dinner, 
completely tuned out of their conversation. Lost in whatever was going on in his head, he was sitting next to 
me, not touching but generating torrid heat all along my right side. His deathly white skin was even paler than | 
remembered, he needed a shave, tortured dark circles hung under his eyes, his thin face growing devastatingly 
hollow under his sharp cheekbones. 

We had barely spoken to each other for weeks. 

Our eyes met, and | heard him swallow. "Whatever it was | did to you, Connie, I'm sorry." 

Its not that. 

You haven't done anything To me. 


"| don't want to leave you," he whispered, nearly inaudible. 


| took his hand, linking our fingers together and squeezing hard, feeling him squeeze back. / dont want you fo 
either. 


| dont want this to end 
Us 


| dont want us to end 


| reached out and put my trembling hands on his gaunt cheeks. He placed his hands over mine and stared 
deeply into my eyes, completely unguarded, then his ravenous gaze dropped to my mouth and he rasped, "Can | 
see you in private?" 

YES. OH YES. 


"| can't leave Amy." 


His pupils were dilated, the way they always were the exhilarating, explosively charged second just before he 
kissed me. "Why?" he breathed, his inviting lips growing redder. 


| jerked my head towards Saul. 
"Casanova over here's not a problem," he muttered as he jumped to his feet and roughly grabbed Saul by his 
hair. "There's cameras in here, asshole, and if | find anything on them that doesn't look like a church picric, | 


will lodge that picana and my foot so far up your ass, I'll never find them," he spat. 


‘Ow! Okay!" Saul howled. His eyes narrowed as his hand protectively remained on his head. "| really am trying to 
help her!" 


"Help me what?" Amy asked, puzzled. 
"l-uh, help us be friends. Do you want to be friends?" 
She nodded. "I'd like that." 


"Play chaste, kids, and that's an order," Isbell barked, his strong hand jerking me up to my feet and hurriedly 


pulling me along. 

"Sissy, where are you going?" 

‘lm going to make out with my boyfriend. I'll be back." 

Isbell all but dragged me down the hall, until he reached a door and produced his keyring, then threw open the 
door and pushed me against it the back of it. "My new office," he groaned against my lips, then roughly shoved 
his tongue inside them as he ground his erection into me. 

My fingernails raked down the back of his suit jacket as | arched against him, desperate to feel his crotch 
against mine, both hands grabbing his ass and shoving him even closer. | needed him inside me again so badly, | 


was shaking with want. 


He lifted the back of my thigh and changed his angle, his hardness rubbing against something that made me 


cry out in his mouth and my leg instantly buckle. "Where's your desk?" | gasped. 
From deep in his chest, | felt him unleash a guttural, animal groan. "I thought you'd never ask." 


He pulled away and took me by the hand, hesitantly feeling his way in the dark, stopping in front of it to pull 


the chain of a green banker's lamp, softly illuminating what had to be a mile of gleaming burgundy wood. 


"Rosewood," he murmured as he kissed my ear. "It arrived today. | ordered it especially for us. | can't get us a 
rice bed, but since I'm the boss, | can get a fancy desk to fuck you on" He pulled me into his arms and sat me 


on the edge of it. 

He kissed me as he laid me down, my legs immediately wrapping around his waist. Isbell flung off his jacket, 
then frantically unbuttoned my dress, licking and nipping down my chest. | loudly cried out when his excited 
teeth found my nipple, then pressed the back of my hand to my mouth. 

"Sorry," | whispered. 


"No cameras in here, honey, moan as loud as you want," he said. "And | guarantee you will," he added ominously. 


His skilled fingers were working inside me and | was blindly shaking my head back and forth. /m going to finish 
before he even gets his pants off 


He pulled them out and stood up, smirking even harder at my protesting cries, and slid what looked like a pistol 
case out from under the desk. Standing it up beside me, he unlatched it. 


"| got you a present, beautiful," he grinned, anticipation lighting up his devilish eyes. "One you'll love me forever 


for." 


Chapter thirteen 


"Close your eyes," Isbell demanded. 


| did, then heard him take something out of the little case, then latched it back and set it on the floor. | felt 


his searing heat leave me and it sounded like he abruptly plugged a cord into the wall socket. 


| opened one curious eye and he caught me peeking, immediately shoving something behind his back and shaking 
his head as he darkly chuckled. "Do you remember what happens when you disobey orders?" 


Yes Oh yes. "Uh huh," | breathed. 


"Draw your knees up," he growled, and as | did, they trembled in the happy expectation of his forceful hand 
sharply smacking my bare ass. 


Instead, he laid his warm palms on my knees and gently eased my legs apart. "Those eyes better be closed" 
‘Or what?" | challenged; my eyebrows raised. 


| heard him draw a in sharp breath through his nose, then felt him shake with silent laughter. "Or I'll leave you 


on our pretty desk and lock your naked ass in here," he warned. 

He would, foo. "They're closed" 

"I see that. Since you've decided to be good, I'll give you your present” His fingers slid inside me again, teasing 
me, then whatever he had in his hands started loudly buzzing. Before | could say anything, he pressed it to 
that little spot inside me and | howled in unexpected, overwhelmed pleasure. 

"Too much?" he asked. 

"Do it again" My eyes were wide open now. 

He threw back his head and laughed, then the buzzing became a little quieter. He pressed it to me again and | 
eagerly moved against it as | writhed and cried in ecstasy, then he turned it off and | glared my displeasure at 


him. 


"Honey, you have to take breaks from a vibrator or your clit will go numb," he patiently explained. "| have to 


go slowly, or you won't like it” 


He stopped and started it a few more times, drawing me to the brink then backing off, torturing me as | 
heaved and keened and begged him to let me come, then he finally relented, pressing it to me and leaving it, 


standing over me and watching me contort and buck on his desk, my harsh breaths becoming broken cries, 


until | started violently throbbing inside, uncontrollably thrashing and screaming. Isbell stopped it, then 


immediately plunged his tongue inside me, prolonging my frenzied release. 

Dazed and overwhelmed, | watched him unzip his pants, then he deeply gazed into my eyes as he leaned on his 
forearms and pushed himself inside me. | was nearly too sensitive for him, but Isbell made slow, gentle love to 
me, pressing sweet kisses on my lips and neck, scratching me with his stubble, tenderly wrapped in my arms, 
until | whispered, "Harder," in his ear. 

He abruptly stepped backwards and pulled out. 

"No," | whined, then he laid down on the desk. 

"Get on top of me," he breathed, his arms frantically reaching for me. 

| carefully climbed astride him, sinking onto his length, his strong hands gripping my waist, his purposeful hips 
snapping hard up into me. "zy," | groaned in my throat as | rocked and my back arched, my palms flat on his 
heaving chest, his eyes never leaving me, wide with wonderment, little gasps tumbling from his mouth, me 
loudly moaning as he moved in and out. 

| missed this so much 

| missed you 

Eyes tightly squeezed shut, he shuddered as he let go inside me. "Come for me, beautiful,” he sighed, his 
fingers tugging at my nipples, and | did, gritting my teeth and howling, sighing in blissful content as | rolled off 


him, still breathing hard as he got dressed. 


"I should probably check on Amy, see if Saul's tried to fuck her yet" He zipped his trousers and fastened his 
belt, then picked up his jacket and shook it off. As he thrust his arm in his sleeve, he asked, "Am | forgiven?" 


For what? 

Oh 

As long as you don't pop anymore imocent eyeballs, | guess you are 
| nodded 

"Did you love your present?" 

Isbell dd enjoy his toys 'I did" 


He paused, then cautiously asked in a quiet voice, "Do you still love me?" 


My eyes fell closed as my guilty heart clenched. 

OF course, | still love you. 

You should never have fo ask. "Yes." 

Smiling, he leaned over the desk and gently kissed me. "I love you too." 

After he left, | didn't get up for a long time, too relaxed and sated to move. | smoked a few cigarettes out of 
the pack Isbell had left me, then stroked the gorgeous wood under me, my wedding band shining in the dim 
light. On the corner of his desk, beside the lamp, he had a framed picture that he must've taken in Africa of 
me riding in the jeep, my hair flying behind me, lit by a hazy pink and orange twilight, my radiant smile the 
epitome of newlywed bliss. 

| grinned, appreciating my husband's devious nature, then my eyes fell on the calendar he'd hung on the wall 
April 8 

Today was his birthday. 

And | had forgotten it 

SHT. 

"So, what did you and Saul talk about?" Amy and | had changed into our "jommies" and were facing each other, 
lying side by side on her bed. 

Amy's eyes were unfocused as she giggled. Everything," she sighed dreamily. 


My eyebrows furrowed. "Really? | wasn't gone all that long." 


"Well, it was long enough for your boyfriend to give you that!" Pretending to be offended, she flicked a tender 
spot on the side of my neck. 


| waved her off, laughing. "Shut up!" / have beard bum too; I can feel it 
"He had a big purple one on him when he came back. You couldn't miss it" 


Oh yeah, | remember putting that there. 


"Well, yeah, silly, we're in love. We're uh, really affectionate." 
We can't stay away from each other. 

"Are you going to marry him?" 

"Yeah." Just did, actually, 

"Can | be in your wedding?" 

Sure, Id love to have a do-over. With our family in attendance. 


We were now comfortably spooning, her back pressed against my chest as | lovingly rocked her. "Of course. 


You'll be my maid of honor." 

She happily hmmed. "Sissy, | like Saul." 

Oh 

| stopped rocking, my weary brain straining to process what she just said. 

Um, okay. 

| have to feel her out. "Why do you like him?" 

What the hell did he do to you while we were gone? 

"Because he's smart, and he's funny and..he likes me. A Jot He looks at me like he's never seen a gir before." 


"Did you two do anything affectionate?" | was trying to sound curious and not irate, but | could not keep the 


disgusted bite out of my voice. 


‘No! He wouldn't even sit near me. Until your very rude boyfriend came back and jerked him out of here, we 


just talked" 

fm sure Isbell is reviewing the footage 

With a fine-toothed comb 

As we speak "Did he ask you for a date?" 


Her small, pitiful No" was full of disappointment. | felt her take a ragged, sorrowful breath in my arms and | 
reassuringly hugged her tighter. 


‘Its not because he doesn't like you. It's because you're so young.’ 

"But l'm growing up." 

Thank God "When you're old enough, maybe he can take you out sometime." 
She choked out an impatient sob as she whimpered, "/ like him now." 

"I'll see if he can come over tomorrow and hang out with us, okay?" 


She snuggled her back closer to me and nodded. "I'd like that." 


| couldn't sleep that night. | thought about Amy and Saul nonstop, how futile it was, Saul so deeply in love, Amy 
beginning to reciprocate, but was she really Amy? and what is doctor/patient protocol anyway, and | was certain 
Hannity wouldn't stand for his precious daughter dating a torture-centric, alcoholic test rat who'd merrily 


rammed a glorified cattle prod down someone's throat, even if that someone was a murderous sonofabitch. 


How no one was alive to object to me marrying the source of that cattle prod, who happened fo be another 


murderous sonofabitch. 


And just like every time Isbell invaded my thoughts, it was as if a spigot had been left on. | thought about his 
birthday, how irritated he'd been when | hadn't informed him of mine and | just dumbly forgot his; with all this 
going on, how was | going to find time to fix him his favorite meatloaf and buy him a gift and make it up to 
him; that after years of dreaming of it, | was finally a wife and doing a piss-poor job of it; that he had 
promised me he would be good husband and he really was trying, even though | didn't give him anything to 
work with; that he had so much more to lose if Amy didn't get better and | could at least be a little more 
sympathetic to his moodiness; that even though | knew how unpredictable and cruel and dangerous he could be, 
he was always so tender and sensual with me; that he loved me and | loved him with everything | had and he 
was all that | had and | needed to hold on to him, to grow up and get my head out of my ass and be his 
partner in every interpretation of the word; and | knew it was manipulative and wrong to use Saul to grow 


Amy up, but my husband couldn't go to prison, he just couldn't. 

| cant live my hfe without him. 

Amy had turned away from me in her sleep, lying on her stomach, her cheek resting against her pillow, 
breathing deeply, her long black eyelashes delicately brushing her cheeks. | clicked off her lamp, moving 


carefully so | wouldn't bump into something and wake her, and went where my heart told me to go. 


When | got to our room, Isbell was sitting on the edge of the bed, his thin shoulders slumped, his body pale 


and naked and scarred in the darkness. 


| sat down next to him, taking his hands, softly kissing the back of one. 


‘lm sorry | forgot your birthday," | murmured against it, then linked my fingers with his. 


He shrugged. 

"| can't sleep," | whispered. 
"Me neither." 

"| need you to hold me." 


His hoarse voice sounded painfully broken. "I need it too." 


